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The rise in international labor migration between the sending countries of the Global 
South and the receiving countries of the Global North has led to the creation of what scholars 
call Òtransnational lives.Ó  In the case of U.S./Mexican migration, it is widely recognized that 
migrant laborers attempt to maintain personal and communal connections with their friends, 
family, and social structures Òback home.Ó  This is done through regular communication and 
travel, the sending of remittances, and the creation of hometown organizations in migrant 
destinations.  However, the rising participation of indigenous people these processes is 
opening up new avenues for exploring migration as a multi-ethn c process and for assessing 
the political and economic effects of migration both at home and abroad.   
In particular, the growing migration of indigenous peoples brings to the forefront the 
reformulation of indigenous communities via transnational processes.  While indigenous 
communities are not in any way homogenous entities within Mexico, many, especially in the 
Northern mountains of the state of Oaxaca, are constituted through what scholars refer to as 
“communal systems.”  These systems, created through historical legacies of colonial and 
post-colonial struggle, represent important and unique forms of social organization whose 
practices are often antithetical to liberal capitalism.  The absence of migrants from these 
systems challenges many of their foundations, especially, as this dissertation argues, the way 
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they engage with alternative formulations of value in which life, land, and labor are key 
elements to be maintained and recreated.  
In particular, this work focuses on a “ghost town”—an indigenous Zapotec town that 
has experienced massive population loss due to extensive emigration. It explores how this 
ghost town has adapted to the challenges of migration and the subsequent new relationship 
with capitalism that migration brings. In particular, it focuses on the way that the town has 
reformulated notions of gender, labor, and belonging and the way it has incorporated the 
presence of absence into its daily structure.  This ghost town’s struggle to maintain 
communal life thus demonstrates not only contemporary attempts to formulate transnational 
connections, but also the continuity of other forms of social organization and value in the 
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The small Zapoteco town of San BartolomŽ Yatzachi el Bajo is nestled high in the 
steep northern mountains of the state of Oaxaca, Mexico. Standing on the dirt road above it, 
one is struck by the beauty of what appears to be an isolated, but rather prosperous town. The 
centuries-old large stone church is flanked by a newly-constructed covered basketball court, 
the streets (unlike the roads traveled to reach it) are neatly paved, and a number of large, two-
story concrete houses mark the landscape. However, descending down the street to the 
municipal offices, something is missing. It takes a few moments to realize what is wrong: the 
place is eerily silent. No dogs are barking, no children are crying, no stereos are blaring. This 
town has everything it needs – except people.   
 In fact, there are people, around 200 of them at any given moment. While this number 
has more or less held steady for the last fifteen years, it is half of what it used to be over 
thirty years ago, and most of the houses lie abandoned. Where has everyone gone? They have 
emigrated – some to the urban centers of Oaxaca City and Mexico City, but most to the 
United States. Although this intensive emigration has left Yatzachi with few people, it has 
given it great fame. It is known within this region, made up predominately of small 
indigenous communities, as the epitome of a pueblo fantasma or ghost town.  It is a fate that 
neighboring towns hope to avoid.   
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 The absence of so many community memb rs is particularly felt and worrisome 
because Yatzachi, like its neighbors, is governed locally through what is called a “communal 
system” (Patzi Paco 2004).  These systems, found in indigenous communities throughout 
Latin America, revolve around collectively held land, assembly-based politics, and 
communal labor.  Migration is taking away indigenous communities' key asset: their people – 
the human bodies that through their labor and presence engage in quotidian acts of communal 
maintenance and reproduction.  Migrant absence thus has a dramatic effect on communal life, 
and brings about new negotiations over questions of belonging, labor, gender, and value. It 
reshapes foundational aspects of communal systems while it simultaneously evokes 
reflection on the relationship of these systems to practices of alterity and autonomy.   
 In this dissertation, I use an ethnographic study of a ghost town to demonstrate the 
ways in which indigenous communities are dealing with the challenge of migration to their 
communal systems. Scholars argue that indigenous towns can use the structure of their 
communal systems to exert agency in regulating the migration activity of their members 
(Mutersbaugh 2002a), while at the same time they express concern over the way in which 
these systems will be maintained as migration continues (K arney and Besserer 2004).  I add 
to these studies by positing that struggles over how to remake communal systems in light of 
migration bring to the forefront a new relationship between communal systems and capitalist 
systems in a struggle over the meaning and value of human life.  In particular, this struggle is 
played out on the terrain of labor – the foundational mechanism that propels both capitalist 
and communal systems – but that is valued differently in each. In capitalism, indigenous 
migrant labor becomes a commodity that propels the production of capital – things and 
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services.1 In communal systems, the labor of communal members is tied to alternative 
formations of belonging, citizenship, rights, production, and politics.  This clash raises the 
questions of not only how these two systems interact, but also how they create new 
understandings of what is necessary for a good life – an important principle in defining and 
elaborating practices of self-determination.  
 In what follows, I elaborate on these ideas and introduce the reader to Yatzachi's 
particular relationship to migration.  I begin by first overviewing indigenous migration and 
communal life in Oaxaca. I then focus more broadly on the importance of communal systems 
and alternative ways of thinking about value in the contemporary moment.  Following that, I 
elaborate on how communal systems in Oaxaca's Sierra Norte, where Yatzachi is located, 
present an alternative formulation of labor value and how it comes into relation with 
capitalist formulations of commodified labor.  A discussion that locates the contemporary 
struggle over migration and labor value then follows through an examination of the historical 
struggles of indigenous communities and communal systems in the region.  I then discuss the 
theoretical tools I have employed to guide this work.  I finish by detailing my methodology 
and outlining the chapters of this dissertation. 
 
OAXACAN MIGRATION AND COMMUNAL LIFE  
 Oaxaca is one of Mexico's most physically and culturally diverse states.  Located in 
the Southwest portion of the country, with a long Pacific coastline, the state is the point 
where the Eastern Sierra Madre and the Southern Sierra Madre come together.  The resulting 
                                                
1 Much debate has ensued about the way in which labor is or is not a sourceof value in capitalist systems in 
certain historical moments (see Appadurai 1986; Baudrillard 1988; Hardt and Negri 2001; Postone 1996; 
Spivak 1987).  All are in conversation with Marx (1992; 1993a; 1993b). For excellent work on the ways in 
which Mexican migrants have contributed to various service industries in the United States (particularly 
California), see Hondagneu-Sotelo (2007) and Ramirez and Hondagneu-Sotelo (2009). 
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mountainous terrain has created a number of different microclimates that provide an 
astounding variety of flora and fauna.  Current-day Oaxaca City, the state capital, lies in a 
high mountain valley.  It was an important site in early Mesoamerican civilization.  Signs of 
the domestication of maize, dated to 3450 BC have been found in thisvalley, which was 
home to the Zapotec Empire (beginning around 100 BC) and later the Mixtecs (around 1000 
AD), until the conquering Aztecs arrived (in 1450 AD) and finally the Spanish in 1521. 
 Oaxaca is known today as the state with the largest number of indigenous people.2  
Just over one-third of Oaxaca's population of 3.8 million speaks an indigenous language.3 
Likewise, well over one-third of Oaxacan municipalities report that at least 90% of their 
population self-identifies as indigenous.  Currently, sixteen different ethnolinguistic groups 
can be found within the state, the largest of which are the Zapotecs (33.3% of indigenous 
language speakers speak Zapoteco) and the Mixtecs (21%).  However, even within these 
groups linguistic diversity is immense, as numerous mutually unintelligible language sub-
groups exist.  Most of these indigenous language speakers live in small rural communities 
that dot the mountainous landscape.  Indeed, over half of Oaxaca's population can be found 
in towns of less than 2,500 people.   
 Many of these small indigenous towns are marked by their communal systems, which 
include control over communal land and practices of semi-autonomous local rule.  Over one-
third of all of Mexico's collectively-held land can be found in Oaxaca (De Ita 2006).  Within 
the state almost 80% of land is collectively held, either in the form of ejidos or 
                                                
2 Indigenous identity in Mexico has been historically determined by whether or not a person speaks an  
 indigenous language. Only recently has the census added a category of ethnic self-identity.   
 
3 Taken from the report ÒPrincipales Resultados del Censo de Población y Vivienda 2010 Oaxaca,” Instituto 
Nacional de Estad’stica y Geograf’a,  www.inegi.gob.mx.                  
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Òcommunities.Ó4  Likewise, 418 of 570 municipalities in Oaxaca hold local elections through 
what is called usos y costumbres (uses and customs – UYC).  Legally recognized in 1995, 
UYC refers to municipal elections that can be held according to “traditionÓ instead of 
through secret ballot and universal uffrage.  Often towns that select municipal officials 
through UYC also engage in local customary systems of justice and governance (Hernández 
D’az 2007).  In many cases, towns are run through community assemblies, communal service 
(called cargos), and collective labor taxation systems (called tequios).  Overall, the 
preponderance of communal land and political practices denoted by UYC recognition 
indicates that many Oaxacan communities are defined by a relationship to communal 
systems.   
 Economically, these towns are supported mainly through subsistence agriculture and 
migrant remittances.  Oaxaca's rugged and isolated landscape has limited its ability to engage 
in large-scale agricultural production.  Most of the residents of Oaxaca's small towns have 
historically engaged in subsistence agriculture, and while this number is declining, one-third 
of the population still reports its occupation as agriculture (yet agricultural activity including 
forestry only contributed 6.7% of the state's gross domestic product, GDP, in 2009).5   
Important sources of the state's GDP are the tertiary sector (more than two-thirds of GDP) as 
                                                
4 While both ejidos and communities were officially created through postrevolutionary agrarian reform, the 
difference between the two is the following: communities were lands that were redistributed by Presidential 
resolution, usually due to the fact that residents of the land could produce and prove that they had original land 
title granted by the Spanish.  They are thus found mostly in indigenous communities.  Ejidos did not rely on 
previous Spanish recognition and were created through a much more traditional process of land redistribution 
(De Ita 2006). In Oaxaca, of the total 1,547 agrarian nuclei, 844 are ejidos and 703 are communities (See 
“Acuerdo para el cierre operativo del Programa de Certificación de Derechos Ejidales y Titulaci—n de Solares 
[PROCEDE] en el Estado de Oaxaca, acto que formalizan la Secretaría de la Reforma Agraria, la Procuraduría 
Agraria, el Registro Agrario Nacional y el Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática,” 
Direcci—n General de Compilac—n y Consulta del Orden Jur’dico Nacional,  accessed June 15, 2012,  
http://www.ordenjuridico.gob.mx/Federal/PE/APF/APC/SRA/Acuerdos/2006/17112006(1).pdf.). 
 
5 ÒSistema de Cuentas Nacionales de MŽxico. Producto Interno Bruto por Entidad Federativa, 2005-                           
2009Ó and ÒPrincipales resultados del Censo de Poblaci—n y Vivienda 2010 Oaxaca,” Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Geografía, accessed May 1, 2012, www.inegi.gob.mx.                                             
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well as migrant remittances.  Since the advent of the Bracero Program (1942-1964), which 
targeted Zapotec and Mixtec Oaxacan men to work in U.S. agricultural fields, migration has 
become a way of life for many Mixtec and Zapotec communities, especially those located in 
the regions of the Sierra Norte, the Central Valleys, and the Mixteca. More recently, other 
regions, notably the Sierra Sur and the Coast have come to engage in international migration, 
especially after the termination of coffee subsidies in the late 1980s (Jaffee 2007).6  Today, a 
conservative estimate is that over 150,000 Oaxacans live in the state of California alone 
(Kresge 2007).  Thousands more can be found in other areas of the United States (see 
Besserer 2004) and migrant remittances make up almost 17% of the state's GDP.7  In terms of 
the total dollar amount of remittances, in 2010 Oaxaca ranked in 6th place nationally, with 
1.3 billion dollars remitted.8  
 Thus, indigenous communities ruled by communal systems are increasingly 
becoming involved in practices of international migration.  Indeed, Cohen, in his study of 
migration from the Zapotec Central Valleys, refers to “a culture of migration,” whereby 
international migration has come to be an important historical aspect of community identity 
and an accepted and expected part of daily life (2004, 5).  Likewise, Stephen (2007) uses the 
term “transborder livesÓ in order to conceptualize and analyze how international migration 
affects ethnic identity, citizenship, and politics for indigenous Oaxacans both home and 
                                                
6 Indeed, in a report, “La Migración Internacional Mexicana, Más Intensa en las Localidades Rurales” by   
INEGI, towns of less than 2,500 feel the intensity of migration more, as 10.8 per each 1000 migrate (in 
comparison to 4.4 of every 1000 in towns over 25,000 residents).  The report can be found on the website of the 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, accessed May 15, 2012, www.inegi.gob.mx. 
 
7 See the document ÒComportamiento del env’o de remesas en tiempos de recesi—n econ—mica Febrero,  2009,” 
Secretaría de Relaciones, accessed April 13, 2012, 
http://sre.gob.mx/images/stories/dgpme/docinteres/prospectiva_remesas_2009.pdf. 
 
 8Elaborated by the Consejo Nacional de Población with CONAPO and the Banco de México.  See “Indicadores 
Econ—micos,” Banco de México, www.banxico.org.mx.     
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abroad.  While both of these concepts are useful for thinking about the dynamics of life in the 
ghost town of Yatzachi, I argue that we must explore a broader framework of communal 
systems and alternative value formations in order to examine what is at stake in the 
reformulation of indigenous migrant communities.  
 
COMMUNAL SYSTEMS AND ALTER NATIVE VALUE FORMATIONS 
 Scholars and activists have come to hail Latin American communal systems as one of 
the key functioning alternatives to liberal capitalism and party-based politics emerging from 
the region (Patzi Paco 2004).  In this section I explore why this is so and what this means.  
However, I also put the growing communal systems literature in conversation with a 
similarly expanding topic of scholarly inquiry: new ways of thinking about the production 
and commensurability of value formations.  I argue that the exploration of an indigenous 
ghost town lends itself to a productive intersection of these two conversations. 
  The current focus on the importance of communal systems is the latest moment in a 
long trajectory of scholarly interest in peasant and indigenous communities worth 
summarizing briefly.  In Mesoamerica, anthropologists have long focused on what Wolf 
(1957) referred to as the typology of the closed corporate peasant community.  These 
communities were organized semi-autonomously around collectively held land.  They 
merged together religious and civic duties in the Mesoamerican cargo system (or a hierarchy 
of civil-religious posts) as part of a Òprestige economyÓ based on subsistence production that 
sought to check internal processes of accumulation. While Wolf located this typology of 
communities within a specific historical moment, as a response to colonial domination and 
the use of indigenous peoples as an isolated labor reserve, later research building on his 
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observations focused on the way these types of communities engaged with broader questions 
of capitalist transitions (Wolf 1986).  Anthropologists largely studied how these communities 
would culturally change through new relationships with the ÒoutsideÓ world (Cancian 1965; 
Dewalt 1975).  Chance and Taylor (1985) identify within this literature a tension between a 
“defense model” and an “expropriation model:” the former in which some scholars  argued 
that the cargo system allows for indigenous communities to defend th mselves from external 
encroachment and cushion them from the voracity of capitalism and the latter as a way for 
external systems to expropriate value from indigenous communities by manipulating the 
cargo system to their benefit.  Meanwhile, political economists focused on the consequence 
of peasant formations for political and economic struggles in a debate over the Òagrarian 
question” (De Janvry 1981; Kautsky 1990).  This issue was hotly taken up in an era of Cold 
War politics where the question of peasant political and economic incorporation was seen as 
increasingly important to limit the spread of communism.   
 However, the end of the Cold War and the riseof indigenous movements in Latin 
America (see Postero 2007; Yashar 1999) have shifted the terms of interest in communal 
systems.  Today, increasing awareness of global environmental and economic crises has 
renewed scholarly attention to how communal systems are a type of an Òalternative to 
modernity” (Escobar 2007).  Likewise, frustrations with the limited results of the Latin 
American “turn to the Left” have led to a new exploration of alternative economic and 
political practices that move beyond party-based representative democracy and state-centered 
development models (Denis 2012; Reyes 2012).  In particular, much attention has been given 
to the way in which communal systems in indigenous communities offer alternative forms of 
social organization, including ways of relating to nature (Blaser 2009; de la Cadena 2010; 
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Escobar 1992); different practices of politics—marked by Òmandar obedeciendoÓ9 (to lead by 
obeying) and horizontal organization (Esteva and Perez 2001; Mart’nez  Luna 2010); the 
subsequent translation of these political ideas into broader social movements (Zibechi 2010; 
Hardt and Reyes 2012); and alternative ways of thinking about the meaning of the good life, 
buen vivir, in relationship to development (Esteva 2009; Walsh 2010; Gudnyas 2011; Acosta 
and Mart’nez 2009).  Overall, these debates have centered on the potential emergence of 
Òpost-counterhegemonicÓ (Reyes 2012), Òpost-liberal, post-developmentalist, and post-
capitalist social formsÓ (Escobar 2010, 1).     
 I seek to contribute to this literature on communal systems by looking at these 
systems through the lens of alternative value production and realization.  Migration 
highlights slightly different concerns for indigenous communities than regularly explored 
struggles over land, territory and representation.  In particular, I argue that indigenous 
migration brings to the forefront in a new way the issue of value production.  Members of 
communal systems are engaging with the paradigmatic exemplar of the relationship between 
the Global North and Global South: wage-labor migration from the latter to the former.  This 
enters them into a field of transnational commodified labor – a framework not easily 
commensurable with ways of laboring and being in communal systems.  Communal systems 
are thus coming to reformulate the relationship between commodified absent labor (in this 
case in the service industry in the United States) and notions of labor evoked by their own 
alternative constructions.  
 Numerous scholars (Hardt 2012; Grossberg 2010) have taken up Graeber's  analysis 
presented over a decade ago in which he argued that one of the most important political 
                                                




struggles today (and always) is not just about the unequal accumulation of value, but also 
about “how value itself is to be defined” (2001, 115), or the creation and maintenance of 
alternative systems that give meaning and weight to different notions of economic value.10 
Capitalism is one of various possible value configurations, and the goal is to figure out not 
only how to struggle against the exploitation of labor and forms of accumulation in this value 
system, but also how to get at the heart of that struggle, which is a contestation over the 
definition of value itself: “Similarly, the ultimate freedom is not the freedom to create or 
accumulate value, but the freedom to decide (collectively or individually) what it is that 
makes life worth living” (ibid., 88). Defining, understanding, and analyzing value and its 
related concepts are thus crucial to exploring issues of modernity and new possible futures 
(Grossberg 2010). 
 First, to elaborate on this idea, we must pause to grapple with definitions of value. 
There are numerous ways to think about the concept.  Grossberg (2010) outlines several: as 
representation (in semiotics or mathematics); as a measure of desire or want (in economics); 
as the measure of the degree of some quality, i.e. goodness or beauty (in ethics and 
aesthetics); and lastly, the social, cultural or personal definitions of what is good or desirable 
(in anthropology, sociology). While these definitions are used within different disciplines to 
examine different aspects of human life, both Grossberg and Graeber step back and offer a 
broader definition of value, one that is not based on things (although things can serve as a 
representation of value), but rather fundamentally based on action – the human practices that 
require creative energy that are in constant production.  In this sense, Graeber defines value 
as “the way in which actions become meaningful to the actor by being incorporated into 
                                                
10 He draws on a litany of work by Terence Turner to make this argument. 
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some larger, social totality” (2001, xii).11  
 Thus, be they called “assemblages” (Gidwani and Chari 2004), Òlogics of codingÓ 
(Grossberg 2010), or “social totalities” (Graeber 2001), systems that organize value are 
historically created within certain conjunctures.  Certainly, one key system of value 
organization is capitalism; however, it is not the only one (Chakrabarty 2000; Gibson-
Graham 2006).  My argument is that communal systems provide an alternative system of 
economic value in contrast to capitalist formations.  This system has been historically 
constructed through a certain relationship with colonialism and the nation-state, which I 
detail below.  However, like capitalism, one of the key realms through which value is 
constructed in the communal system is through acts of labor.12  I explore this in greater depth 
in what follows.   
 
SIERRA NORTE COMMUNAL SYSTEMS 
 The Sierra Norte, where Yatzachi is located, is known for its maintenance of 
communal systems as well as its long engagement with international migration, thus making 
it an excellent region in which to research how migration affects indigenous forms of 
communal life.  The Sierra Norte encompasses part of MexicoÕs Southern Sierra Madre 
mountain range, whose sharp peaks and valleys run from an elevation of 984 to 10,827 feet, 
                                                
11 Grossberg, drawing on Deleuze and Guattari, posits that Òall human activity produces value: value       
constitutes the effectivity of the social; it is the very being of the social, the effectivity of all social practices” 
(2010, 155). These actions are translated into meaningful systems of value – what Grossberg refers to as “a 
logic of codingÓ – which are historically and contextually specific.  This logic of coding both creates and is 
created through the notion of a surplus, which is the potential meanings and effects that all these actions can 
have, but that are not always “actualized” within certain value systems.  He also argues that contemporary value 
conflicts are about issues of commensurability. 
 




creating a region diverse in microclimates.  The 162,79913 people who live in the region are 
divided into three political districts (Villa Alta, Ixtlán and Mixe) and pertain predominately to 
three different ethnic groups (these do not neatly overlap with the political districts): the 
Zapotecos, the Mixes, and the Chinantecos.  Within each ethnic group are more subdivisions.  
The Zapotecos are divided into five different linguistic groups (the Cajonos, the Rinc—n, the 
Ixtlán, the Villa Alta, and the Choapam).  However, inter-town relations tend to revolve 
around micro-regions that may or may not cross political districts and ethnic groups, but that 
are dominated by weekly town plazas.  While most of the towns in the region have 
traditionally engaged in subsistence agriculture, some micro-regions have also produced 
coffee, while others specialize in forestry.  
  
Figure 1.1: Map of the Oaxaca and the Sierra Norte 
                                                
13 From Ramos Pioquinto (2011), based on the ÒII Conteo de Poblaci—n y Vivienda 2005Ó and the ÒEncuesta 
Nacional de Ocupación y Empleo 2005 (IV Trimestre)” by INEGI.    
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The importance of communal systems in the Sierra Norte gained attention in the late 
1970s.  This was the beginning of an era of indigenous activism throughout Mexico.  During 
this time period, a group of young people from various pueblos in the region returned to their 
hometowns after having received college educations in the Mexican capital.  Inspired by the 
Marxist-influenced student movement of the 1960s, they attempted to organize their own 
rural communities.  However, they soon found that many key elements of Marxist thought 
did not readily apply to the practices of communal life in the region (Aquino Moreschi 
2010a).  Gradually, they elaborated an alternative vision of rural politics that they saw being 
practiced daily in their communities and coined it comunalidad. They began to explore how 
these systems, based on collective labor and land, serve as alternative models of political 
practice and co-existence with the natural and social worlds (Cardoso Jiménez and Robles 
Hern‡ndez 2007; Mart’nez  Luna 2010).14   
 What is comunalidad? As one author describes it, it is a way to “name and understand 
[a particular variant of] indigenous collectivism” (Maldonado Alvarado 2000, 92).15  Others 
argue that it is a logic, a structure, an ideology, and a practice that guides indigenous 
communal life.16  Floriberto Díaz (Cardoso Jiménez & Robles Hernández 2007), a Mixe 
intellectual, described it as the phenomenological essence of the immanence of indigenous 
community.  The overall guiding logic of comunalidad is the reproduction of communal life.  
This is accomplished through several key elements:  the foundation of collectively-held land, 
                                                
14 The question of whether or not indigenous communities have managed to create alternative social                 
formations that are democratic in nature is one that is hotly contested.  As Mart’nez Luna (2010) notes, practice  
of authoritarianism occur in these communities, but, he argues, they are authoritarian practices with which the 
collective is in agreement (i.e. authoritarianism formed through consensus). 
 
15 I have translated from Spanish to English the quotes from these authors' works. 
 
16 I use work by several important Oaxacan authors, perhaps (and unintentionally) glossing over differences 
between them, to present what they highlight as main elements of communal life in the Sierra Norte. 
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and the practices of collective labor (tequios and cargos), communal governance 
(assemblies), and celebrations (fiestas).   
 Collectively-held land is seen as the spatial basis of this alternative form of life-
valuing. It is the place where community itself is created – it is a shared space that brings 
people to commune together.  As Martínez Luna writes, Òcommunal land is the strength of 
the community and the space in which the community is recreated” (2010, 82).  This allows 
for the formation of a collective identity based on a shared spatiality.  Díaz posits that 
indigenous community is not an arithmetic, but rather a geometric relationship formed in a 
certain space: “an indigenous community is not just a collection of houses with people in 
them, rather it is people with a story – past, present, and futureÓ (Cardoso JimŽnez & Robles 
Hernández 2007, 38-39).  This collective identity is enhanced through a spatially-based 
spiritual relationship where, as D’az describes, land is the medium through which the 
relationship with the creator and giver of life is established.  
 Land is also the space that provides the foundation for practices of self-determination, 
especially in relation to agricultural production.  A long-developed system of milpa 
agriculture has been the basis for these practices (Gonzalez 2001).  The cultivation of the 
combination of corn, beans, and squash has provided indigenous peoples not only with the 
means of subsistence; this production has also given communities the material base for the 
construction of alternative systems of social organization.  It has been their life-source, and, 
as Bonfil Batalla (1996) so aptly argues, a form of security geared toward the reproduction of 
life, not the production of surplus. 
 While land is the means, collective labor is the method through which the sacred, self-
determination, collective identity, production and reproduction are realized.  It is one of the 
 
 15 
most important ways in which meaning and value are produced.  As Díaz writes, Òcollective 
life gains meaning through the work that transforms the surroundings in a respectful 
relationship of children of the Mother Earth, in which the pueblo is recreated and 
reorganized, in which subjects are committed and responsible to their community in order to 
exercise the functions that correspond to them for the feedback and strengthening of the 
communityÓ (Cardoso Jiménez and Robles Hernández 2007, 10).  
 Collective labor, enacted through tequios and cargos, serves as the foundation through 
which belonging is constructed, the polity is horizontally organized, and the next generations 
are educated.  Belonging, or the practice of citizenship, is one that is demonstrated through 
collective labor.  A common phrase in the Sierra is Òrights come with obligations,Ó and these 
obligations are demonstrated through the sweat and toil of communal labor.  One who does 
not work is not a member.  In this sense, the practice of labor is thus a form of education.  It 
is the method through which a person comes to learn about how to live in relation to nature 
and to the community, as, according to Martínez  Luna,  “Education-participation, education-
work, work-representation always go togetherÓ (2010, 85).  It serves as a form of education 
not only about how to live in relation to nature, but also how to arrive at and practice power.  
This is a practice in which demonstrated service to the community is taken as a sign of 
leadership, where sweat counts more than ideas.  In the words of Mart’nez  Luna, Òto arrive 
at indigenous power, you have to demonstrate workÓ (ibid., 66).  The fact that work is the 
path to leadership creates a polity in which Òmandar obedeciendoÓ  is the path to pres ige, 
where the collectivity decides actions jointly in order to put everyone's labor to good use.  
 Fiesta is, as Martínez Luna describes: “perhaps the action that best concentrates the 
meaning of communal action within communal institutions” (ibid, 91).  It is a moment of 
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mutual support – a time when all contribute labor or goods for the same event in an act of 
solidarity.   Likewise, through music, dance, sporting events, religious ceremonies, food 
preparation and consumption, it is also an important process for the construction of town-
level ethnic identity.  It serves as space to convivir – to co-exist with joy and to engage in 
various formations of exchange and reciprocity.  It is a celebration of yearly work, and an 
opportunity to celebrate life.  In this way, it adds another layer of meaning to both communal 
and productive labor.   
 Thus, we can see how within communal systems in the Sierra Norte, labor is the 
method through which all communal practices are upheld and alternative understandings of 
social and economic value are constructed.  It is also, in this sense, the key to communal 
citizenship, in which labor is the medium for belonging.  It is the road to prestige, it is the 
praxis of sacrifice, it is sacred acts, it is suffering, it is education, it is part of a collective and 
individual subject-making process, it is the reproduction of self, family, and community, and 
it is the foundation for self-determination. 
 Migration challenges communal systems in the Sierra Norte in two key ways.  First, it 
physically removes the able-bodied laborers necessary for the reproduction of communal life.  
For the system of comunalidad, physical presence is not only the key to communal labor; it is 
also the key to the recreation of a communal citizen who knows his land and his town.  
Absence from the system is thus seen as a threat to the reproduction of communal life – not 
just self-governance, but also oral traditions of history and language, etc.  If, as Mart’nez 
Luna argues, comunalidad is about a different way of thinking, being, and producing 
knowledge, all of this is has been based upon the idea of the importance of physical presence 
in a community – of a close relationship of land and labor that requires a presence. However, 
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migration, by physically removing the person from the community, challenges this idea.  
Migratory practices present a key conundrum: how can a community be reproduced when 
many of its members are physically absent?17   
 Second, it moves these people into the social system of capitalist labor migration and 
commodifies their labor in new ways.  This also affects the communal system.  It is not only 
the absence of laborers, but also the way that labor now comes to have new meanings both in 
migrant destinations as well as in migrant sending communities that becomes of importance.  
Migrants and their wider communities organized through communal systems thus must 
navigate in and out of both value systems. As Bonfil Batalla, discussing what he calls the 
clash between communal and capitalist systems describes: 
We are not dealing simply with alternatives within the framework of a common 
civilization, proposals that might alter current reality in many ways but that do not 
question the ultimate objectives or the underlying values that all share as participants 
in the same civilizational project.  We are, rather, dealing with different projects, 
which are built on different ways of conceiving of the world, nature, society, and 
humankind.  They postulate different hierarchies of value.  They do not have the same 
aspirations nor do they understand in the same way how the full realization of each 
human being is to be achieved.  They are projects that express two unique concepts of 
transcendence. (1996, 62) 
 
The navigation between these two systems that value labor in different ways can take 
numerous forms. As Bonfil Batalla argues, it is in many ways a clash between two 
incommensurable logics.  However, while the capitalist and the communal system may 
indeed express different life projects, this does not mean that they are not in conversation, nor 
unrelated.  They can also be complimentary.  For example, although indigenous communities 
have often served as a type of “labor reserve” and a subsidy for capitalism, the opposite can 
also be true.  Labor migration in many ways can also subsidize the communal system and aid 
                                                
17 This was a topic discussed by Melit—n Bautista, a leader from the Cajonos Zapoteco community of Taba‡ in 
the Sierra Norte in a forum held on the future of comunalidad on November 25, 2010, in Guelatao, Oaxaca. 
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in its continuity.18  This is evident in the Sierra Norte (as I will show) and demonstrates that 
both capitalist and communal systems of labor value can interact in complex forms of 
circulation and exchange that may have multiple meanings in particular places.   
 However, it is also important to read this moment of exchange between the communal 
and the capitalist system as one that is different, but not necessarily new.  In what follows,I 
place this moment of intensive out-migration within a longer history of communal systems 
and the ways they have been remade in relation to changing formulations of dominant rule 
and economic incorporation or exclusion.  
 
HISTORICAL STRUGGLES IN THE SIERRA NORTE   
 In this section, I explore four main historical periods as they have played out in the 
district of Villa Alta in the Sierra Norte.  I review them for several reasons: first to provide a 
background for the creation of the communal system within the region and its relationship to 
colonialism.  Numerous scholars have theorized how these systems of Òindigenous 
differenceÓ have emerged and how they have been necessary for the production of colonial 
and post-colonial rule (see for example Bonfil Batalla 1996; Rubin 1997; Saldana-Portillo 
2003).19  While it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to engage with these literatures 
more fully, I take as given that these systems are not “pure” realms of Mesoamerican 
                                                
18 De JanvryÕs work on the Mexican ÒAgrarian QuestionÓ touches on this subject. In elaborating the concept of a 
“functional dualism” between the modern and traditional sectors of the national economy,  he argues the urban 
labor costs are decreased because of a semi-proletarianization whereby workers draw on the subsistence 
economy in home villages, thus keeping wages at below the cost of  repr duction. De Janvry considers this 
functional dualism to be a sustained form of primitive accumulation, in which the modern sector draws on the 
traditional sector, which will eventually die.  However, the endurance of the Òtraditional sectorÓ challenges the 
accuracy of this prediction. 
 
19 Postcolonial studies (especially work by Said 1979; G. C. Spivak 1988; Fanon 2005) has engaged with the 
way in which a colonial ÒotherÓ has been necessary to crea e olonial society itself.  Indeed, as Bonfil Batalla 
writes, creating a colonial “other,” an act performed through “segregation and difference,” was essential for 
Colonial Mexico because ÒIf the Indians had stopped being Indians in order to be fully incorporated into 
Western civilization, the ideological justification of colonial domination would have endedÓ (1996, 63). 
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practices alive in the present (Cooper and Stoler 1997; Starn and de la Cadena 2007).  Rather, 
as I demonstrate below, the communal system itself is one born out of an historical struggle 
in a context of changing yet unequal power relations.  Indigenous peoples of the Sierra Norte 
have created communal systems in a situation not of their own choosing, but within which 
they have made their own story.  Second, I explore these historical periods in order to show 
how over time the communal system became the main framework through which indigenous 
peoples engaged with “external” issues of economic exploitation and colonial and post-
colonial governance as well as ÒinternalÓ organization and contested practices of self-
determination.  Third, I seek to demonstrate how communal systems are currently engaging 
with formulations of neoliberal political and economic rule and how this is manifesting itself 
as a question of a struggle over alternative value systems.   
 Maldonado (2000) argues that in Mexico, indigenous peoples have faced three main 
moments when legal, economic, and institutional frameworks have had an important effect 
upon indigenous life in an attempt to control or destroy indigenous peoples through both 
violence and techniques of governmentality.20  The first was Spanish conquest, in which the 
colonizers sought to extract resources from the land and force indigenous people to serve as 
the laborers for this process.  The second moment occurs roughly toward the middle of 19th 
century, after Mexico's 1810 Independence from Spain, with the implementation of the key 
tenants of liberalism, most notably the privatization of collective land.21  The third moment, 
which I elaborate on more in Chapters 2 and 3, occurs after Mexico's 1910 revolution 
through processes of Mexican modernization and the assimilation of indigenous peoples 
                                                
20 Drawing on Marcello Carmagnani’s work, he calls these moments “conquests.” 
  
21 Guardino (2005) actually sees this period as one that begins pre-Ind pendence with Spain's Bourbon Reforms 
in the middle of the 18th century.   
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through political identification structures (into corporate identity categories based on class), 
educational efforts, development projects, and protestant religious conversion.  To 
MaldonadoÕs analysis, I add a fourth moment at the end of the 20th century with the 
implementation of neoliberal reforms and their attack on collective land and the promotion of 
agricultural free trade policies. 
The Colonial Era 
 Villa Alta, tucked into the high mountains of the Sierra Norte, was difficult for the 
Spanish to conquer.  Its mountainous terrain was punishing – the steep footpaths many day's 
walk from Colonial Antequera (now Oaxaca City) made it a less than desirable place to 
travel.  Additionally, the small, dispersed towns without a well established system of political 
stratification made it difficult to identify important leaders with whom negotiations could be 
made (unlike the Mixteca and Central Valley Zapotecs of Oaxaca).22  It took nearly three 
decades for the Spanish to gain full control over the region.  Likewise, they wer  
disappointed by the lack of material resources in the area, especially the scarcity of precious 
metals.  The mountainous terrain made the construction of haciendas impossible and 
undesirable.  They established the town of Villa Alta in 1526, and with the help of the 
Dominicans, who remained in the region until the 1700s, they began to convert indigenous 
people.  However, the Spanish and later mestizo presence in the region remained minimal, as 
few wanted to come and settle this remote and isolated outpost.  Physical presence of the 
Spaniards almost non-existent: by the middle of the 18th century, the population was still 
99.5% indigenous (Guardino 2005). 
 Although the Spanish did not inhabit Villa Alta in great numbers, they did manage to 
                                                
22 See Yannakakis (2008) for the important role that indigenous middlemen played in shaping both indigenous 
and national culture during this period.   
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implement a type of economic and political rule in order to interact with indigenous 
communities.23  Taking advantage of the structure of small communities (indeed, in other 
areas they sought to create small communities to counter larger ethnic organization), they 
organized a system of village government which would become the key intermediary 
between the people and the Crown (Guardino 2005).24  These government positions followed 
the Spanish system of cargos, a type of local unpaid rotating service to manage town affairs.  
In Villa Alta, where mining and other labor activities were minimal, Spanish officials would 
sell goods to the natives on credit and force them to repay these advances by providing either 
cotton cloth or cochineal (the small insect found on cactus plants that erved as a strong red 
dye and was a main colonial export until the 1750s). Men would procure or produce cotton, 
while women would weave the cotton into cloth, a tedious task that would take many hours 
of daily labor.  The Spanish collected these items, assessing them at below their market 
value, and in this way, forced the people to both produce and consume non-subsistence 
goods.  For the Spanish, this was the only way to make sure that the Indians were 
“productive.”  Chance writes that the Spanish thought that “without the repartimientos to 
force them [the Indians] to produce and consume the necessary items, they would go naked, 
their fields would sit uncultivated, and the mines would remain unworked” (1989, 104).25  
Indeed, Villa Alta became a region known for its large production of coarse-cotton cloth, 
making it an economically desirable post for Spanish officials in the 1700s.  In many ways, 
the relation of rule through individualized indigenous communities helped to create “a 
                                                
23 See Chance (1989) on how indigenous people in the region avoided Spanish forced labor practices.  
 
24 Although these communities had organizational structures pre-conquest, it is not known exactly how these 
merged with Spanish religious and civil cargos. 
   
25 See Baskes (2000) in relation to this topic. He disagrees with the “forced” nature.  
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racialized labor force...not by applying military force, but by relying on the disciplining 
power of thousands of atomized 'Indian' towns for the production and containment of Indian 
differenceÓ (Salda–a-Portillo 2003, 201).   
 However, although the establishment of communities and cargo rule helped contain 
and control Indian labor, indigenous people also merged this system of local rule with 
Mesoamerican practices in order to create spaces in which they could reproduce themselves 
as a community, both economically and politically, regardless of Spanish intervention.  In 
part, this was made possible by the Spanish's implementation of a parallel repœblica de indios 
(rule by village government), which allowed for a type of indirect rule.  Communities could 
handle local disputes internally and had control over their land – something not contested by 
the Spaniards in Villa Alta, where land was of little value because of its lack of productive 
capacity.  Indigenous practices of subsistence and communal reproduction could still be 
maintained in spite of the labor demands of repartimiento.  Indeed, as Guardino (2005) 
shows, the repartimiento and tribute systems created a parallel indigenous merchant group 
that also promoted inter-regional trade and allowed for specialization and an unforced 
engagement with markets.   
 While indigenous peoples took up some Spanish formations, they often resisted 
Spanish imposition as well.  They used riots and simple labor- v idance to attempt to 
counter exploitative Spanish practices and protect their lands and livelihoods.  Likewise, they 
engaged in what Yannakakis (2008) refers to as a Òshadow system,Ó a space of local politics 
and alternative values often hidden from Spanish view.  They also used the tools of Spanish 
rule to mediate their own internal power struggles.  For example, while Spanish rule 
implemented village leadership, usually of a ÒnobleÓ indigenous class, other members of the 
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community would often use the tools of the Spanish, mainly the judicial system, to challenge 
this imposed hierarchy.  Thus, throughout the Colonial period, indigenous people in the 
region engaged with Spanish rule in different ways: some through outright rebellion, and 
others through adaptation to and innovation of Spanish techniques of rule. The strengthening 
of communal structures by both Spanish and indigenous peoples themselves also set the stage 
for an important aspect of indigenous struggle and identity for centuries to come: control 
over their communally held land and the self-determination that it entailed.   
 
Independence and Liberal Reform  
 By 1810, Mexico had declared independence from Spain, and a new era of 
nationhood was beginning. However, the legacy of ÒIndian differenceÓ from the Colonial era 
created the challenge of incorporating indigenous people into a national society, thus 
beginning a long history of incorporation of indigenous people into Mexico's national project 
in order to essentially annihilate them.  Guardino writes, ÒThe newly empowered Mexican 
elite wrote important new laws that aimed to change indigenous society and ultimately to 
make it disappearÓ (2005, 223).  This was not so easily done however.  Indigenous peoples 
throughout this era began to take up some of the more emancipatory discourses of Liberalism 
to challenge internal hierarchies as well as their relationships with the Mexican state (Mallon 
1995).  In Villa Alta indigenous communities seized upon “liberal” ideas established in the 
new state Constitution, especially the notions of universal male suffrage, the end of 
hereditarily-granted positions, and the implementation of local elections.  “Villagers used 
republican egalitarianism to reform the system of village service that underlay village 
politics,” creating a more egalitarian (but still exclusive of women) local government (ibid., 
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5).  The autonomy of the figure of the municipality (which had replaced the Spanish 
repœblica de indios) in a federal system served as a way for indigenous communities to 
legally claim their right to determine their own internal affairs.  Communities continued to 
maintain household production systems largely based around subsistence (with the decline of 
the cotton cloth trade). Communal labor and service via the cargo system continued to be the 
key nexus through which the reproduction of the local political and economic system was 
performed. 
 The new state and federal Mexican leaders thus began a practice whose legacy still 
remains today, in which they allowed for tequio, cargo, and communal land in the region and 
elsewhere even though these practices embodied the anti-liberal tenants they sought to 
reform.26  This was due largely to the complex social geography of Oaxaca and the difficulty 
this caused for the implementation of any type of uniform and direct state rule.  Thus, as 
Guardino adequately summarizes, “Peasants did not necessarily try to shape these outside 
actors and forces, but they needed to engage them on some level to live their lives inside their 
communities the best they could” (ibid., 286). 
The Postrevolutionary State 
 While indigenous people, with their communally-based organization systems and 
collective lands, were viewed as an obstacle toward Mexican modernity in prerevolutionary 
Mexican liberalism, in postrevolutionary Mexico “the Indian question” gained even more 
prominence as it became harnessed more tightly to questions of nationalism.  The concept of 
indigenismo came to guide the cultural and economic practices that targeted indigenous 
                                                




groups and sought to bring them into the nation.27 Through its use of indigenous culture as 
the historical material that gave Mexicans cultural authenticity – both a shared sense of 
commonality as well as a shared reason to resist imperial encroachment – indigenismo 
created an ideology of minority rule whic  managed to incorporate indigenous identity at the 
same time that it subdued and rejected it. The idea was that “Indians may live in the nation – 
indeed, they are the very precondition for the nation – but they will never be of the nation 
unless they undergo a process of admixture themselves, forgoing their Indian identities for 
this national mestizo idealÓ (Salda–a-Portillo 2003, 211).  
 This goal was to be reached through several tools, but mainly those of economic 
modernization (which included labor migration), the construction of a class-based (rather 
than ethnic) identity, and education.  From roughly 1930 to 1970, Mexico experienced what 
has been called the ÒMexican miracle,Ó a period of stable economic growth.  The growing 
postrevolutionary economy engaged in import substitution policies to expand national 
production.  The rise of corporativist politics with the establishment of worker's and 
campesino unions became the foundation of rule by the Institutional Revolutionary Party 
(PRI), who remained in power at the national level until the year 2000.  Indigenous people 
were to become either non-ethnic campesinos or migrate to cities and transform themselves 
into urban laborers.  As Salda–a-Portillo writes, their labor was to be channeled into the 
productive building of a postrevolutionary nation: they were seen as a “fund of 'dispersed' 
energies, of bodies-in-waiting – a capacity for production – to be tapped and transformed into 
national economyÓ (2003, 209).  Mestizaje was thus not a question of Òhow t  mix two equal 
cultures to forge a third, but rather how to exploit a natural but underused resourceÓ (ibid., 
                                                
27 For key works on indigenismo and debates over the way it related to indigenous subjectivities and         
questions of race and identity, see the following: (Fallaw 1997; Dawson 2004; Gutiérrez 1999; Boyer 2003; 
Knight 1990; Vaughan 1999; Lewis 2006). 
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208).  In the Sierra Norte, the new Papaloapan project, modeled after the Tennessee Valley 
authority, was to modernize the region and connect it via roads and electricity to the rest of 
Mexico (Nader 1990).  New federal education programs were to speed along this process by 
teaching indigenous people Spanish (indeed punishing children for speaking indigenous 
languages), by invoking a sense of civic duty through the celebration of national, instead of 
local communal holidays, and through projects of hygiene and healthcare (Vaughan 1997).    
 The indigenous people of Villa Alta once again met this new era of “Indian 
difference” by incorporating some aspects of it while challenging others.  Labor migration 
(discussed more fully in Chapter 3) to urban centers became common.  Young women often 
went to work as domestics while young men went to factories or joined the military (Young 
1980; Young 1978).  International migration began when local men participated in the 
Bracero Program (1942-1964) to labor as temporary workers in U.S. agricultural fields.  
Likewise, the socialist education program of the 1930s was highly accepted in the region.  It 
questioned Catholic Church traditions and created a new cadre of educated young people that 
challenged communal rule by elders (Smith 2007).   
 However, this did not necessarily imply that the Zapotecos of the Sierra Norte were 
becoming Òde-indianized.”  The establishment of hometown associations in urban centers 
served as a way for urban immigrants to recreate some of their communal practices from afar 
– including cultural events and financial cooperation for their mountain towns (Hirabayashi 
1993).  Likewise, Smith argues that the embrace of federal socialist education did not lead to 
increased unchecked federal power in the region.  Because of the long tradition of communal 
autonomy (strengthened during the Revolution), the weak federal education institution came 
under local regional control.  Moreover, this was done in a democratic format through the 
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establishment of an Òautonomous union of democratically elected village councils” (2007, 
151).28  Additionally, as Nader's famous work in the region during the 1960s demonstrates, 
community coherence was an ideal still important to indigenous villages during this era.  
This is evident in the relationship between communal law and state law, in which 
communities emphasized the importance of presenting a harmonious face to the external 
world in order to prevent state intervention in local conflicts.  She writes: Òthe harmony 
model of law [arrived at through Spanish Catholic influence] and associated ideologies are 
used to restrict the encroachment of external, superordinate power and are components of a 
political ideology that is counter-hegemonicÓ (1990, 3). 
 As Nader's work posits, communal practices of local justice and politics according to 
ÒtraditionÓ continued in this era, and were now seen as issues to be defended at all cost.  
However, work by Rus (1994) in neighboring Chiapas demonstrates the way in which 
“tradition” also came to be incorporated into state rule in new ways.  He coins the term the 
Òrevolutionary institutional communityÓ (a play off the name of the revolutionary 
institutional party, the PRI) to discuss how local indigenous leaders became government 
brokers and began to invoke tradition as way to help party incursion rather than halt it.  
Recondo (2007) relies upon this argument to discuss the different context of Oaxaca, arguing 
that Oaxaca's large numbers of isolated municipalities (over one third of the municipalities in 
Mexico can be found in Oaxaca) made this direct penetration into each municipality more 
difficult.  The Òrevolutionary institutional communityÓ emerged in a different way in Oaxaca, 
through “indirect rule,” in which the PRI made a type “clientelistic deal” with many 
indigenous communities, allowing for the practices of territorial integrity, local justice, 
                                                




elections, and governance according to community ÒtraditionÓ in exchange for unconditional 
electoral support. Thus, communities would electorally support the PRI while largely 
managing their own internal economic and political systems, formed on the backbone of 
collective labor and subsistence agriculture for local markets.   
Neoliberalism 
 In 1994, the Zapatista uprising of indigenous people in the state of Chiapas brought 
attention to the continued existence of indigenous people as well as the negative impacts of 
neoliberal rule.  Timed to coincide with the first day of the implementation of the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the uprising was a result of several decades of 
indigenous organizing and marked definitively the failure of the project of mestizaje via 
indigenismo.  Indigenous people were indeed still around – and they were angry, in great part 
due to neoliberal reforms.  Mexican neoliberalism began with Mexican debt crises in the 
1980s and ushered in a new era of political and economic reform in Mexico.  Following the 
International Monetary Fund's Òstructural adjustmen” program starting in 1982, Mexico 
privatized and regularized its economy.  For rural indigenous people, the greatest effects were 
felt in three key realms: the 1992 counter land reform that allowed for the privatization of 
communal and ejido lands, the end of subsidies (especially for coffee), and the 
implementation of free trade and the arrival of inexpensive U.S. corn which undercut local 
corn prices.  These attacks on subsistence lifestyles as well as a failing economy resulted in 
an increase in international migration.  Indigenous peoples that had previously refrained from 
international migration began to migrate to new destinations in the United States (indigenous 
migration in Chiapas has risen extensively since 2000).29  In the Sierra Norte, while the 
Zapotecos of the Zoogocho microregion (where Yatzachi lies) had migrated for decades, 
                                                
29 See Aquino Moreschi’s (2010b) comparative work between migration from Oaxaca and Chiapas. 
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more of them began to leave.  Indeed, Yatzachi and the surrounding fourteen communities 
have (as of 2005) declined in population by 31% since 1980 (from 8,572 to 5,876) (Ramos 
Pioquinto 2011).  Likewise, areas of Villa Alta that previously did not engage in international 
migration, especially the coffee-producing communities, began to emigrate following the 
dissolution of the state coffee institute in 1989 (Jaffee 2007).   
 At the same time that neoliberal economic policies have helped to push indigenous 
peoples off their lands, indigenous municipalities have been brought into a new relationship 
with the state.30  This has largely occurred in two main ways: through the decentralization of 
funds to the municipal level and the emergence of multicultural policies that recognize 
indigenous difference as part of a “new” pluriethnic Mexico (Fox and Aranda 1996).  As 
resources have been decentralized to municipal governments, rising levels of municipal 
conflicts have emerged, as municipalities have become one of the key battlegrounds for 
control of local resources (Eisenstadt 2007).  Likewise, the ÒlegalizationÓ of indigenous 
practices of local rule and election has further drawn these practices into a new realm of state 
control.  This is what Hale (2005) famously refers to as “neoliberal multiculturalism,” – in 
which neoliberalism and multiculturalism go hand in hand to create a new project of rule that 
includes indigenous people only to simultaneously limit and discipline practices of 
indigenous identity and indigenous rights. This has perhaps been most visibly felt in the 
Sierra Norte in the claims that individuals make against their communal governance with the 
support of the state-guaranteed individual human rights.  These issues are mostly related to 
questions of religious practice, participation in communal labor, and discrimination via 
                                                
30 This moment also has to do with Mexico's political Òopening.Ó  The gradual rise of neoliberal policies in the 
1980s began to undermine the PRI's practices of clientelism throughout the country, shifting state-society 
relations, while electoral reforms made way for the emergence of oppositional political parties, initiating an 
electoral battle that was largely waged at the municipal level. 
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gender.  It creates a conundrum of where communal rights end and individual human rights 
begin (see Chapter 6).   
 In this dissertation I rely on this rich history to explore the contemporary response of 
indigenous peoples in the Sierra Norte to this latest moment of struggle over life and labor.  
Indigenous communities have used their communal systems – both modifying them and 
relying upon them – to deal with numerous reconfigurations of state relationships as well as 
forms of labor exploitation for centuries.  It can be assumed that they will continue to do so.  
However, what is new in the contemporary moment is the extent of out-migration.  In ghost 
towns like Yatzachi, migrant absence is something felt and dealt with every day.  This has 
created new terms of quotidian struggle in Yatzachi that are about the rearticulation of 
notions of belonging and communal labor to both account for absence and encourage 
presence.  However, as I hope to show in this dissertation, this is a struggle that is not just 
about getting Yatzachitecos to stay or return, it is a struggle about the right and the ability to 
determine and practice an alternative way of valuing life and labor.  
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 This dissertation relies upon a theoretical framework that deals with the non-essential 
and relational aspects of place-making.  Massey (1994; 1984), in conversation with other 
theorists of the relationship between space and capital (Smith 1984; Harvey 1991), has 
sought to bring the notion of relational struggle into the production of space and to explore 
how places are not singular backdrops of social life, but rather part of the fabric of the social 
itself.  Her influential work argues for a non-essential understanding of place, in which places 
are the spatial form of the articulation of social relations.  She advocates for thinking about 
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places as “particular moments in such intersecting social relations, nets of which have over 
time been constructed, laid down, interacted with one another, decayed and renewedÓ (D. 
Massey 1994, 120).  This means that place can be constructed through relations that extend 
far beyond it, as “what gives a place its specificity is not some long internalized history but 
the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting and 
weaving together at a particular locus....where a large proportion of those relations, 
experiences and understandings are constructed on a far larger scale than what we happen to 
define for that moment as the place itselfÓ (ibid., 154).   
 This view of place is foundational for examining how migration has shaped the 
formation of an indigenous Òghost town.Ó  It allows me to explore migration as not simply a 
movement between two different places, but rather a point of connection between multiple 
sites that are made in relation.  Feminist geographers Silvey and Lawson (1999) argue that in 
much of Latin America, migration is a key aspect in the process of place-making.  As 
migrants leave and return, they change not only their own forms of being and acting 
(Gidwani and Sivaramakrishan 2003) but also the nature of their communities and their 
linkages to wider cultural and socioeconomic processes.  In this sense, migration becomes 
one of the main ways through which places are constructed, struggled over, and created.   
In particular, I explore how place itself (in this case the ghost town of Yatzachi) is 
remade through process of migration by examining the following:  a.) the way that different 
gendered, ethnic, and classed subjectivities form in relation to capitalism, colonialism, and 
nation-state formation; b.) how a notion of place as relational allows for a more complex 
view of labor and value in specific sites and in relation o labor migration;  c.) the ways in 
which multi-sited transnational communities reformulate notions of belonging and 
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citizenship through a complex dynamic of presence and absence.31 I elaborate below: 
 a.) The opening up of the notion of place has helped to rethink the category of the 
migrant herself.  If migrants form and are formed by their specific and multiple relationships 
with places, it follows that “migrants negotiate and inhabit multiple subject positions, which 
in turn shape their mobility decisions and experiences” (Silvey and Lawson 1999, 121; 
Kofman and England 1997).  This requires a non-essentialist way of exploring the creation 
and production of gendered and ethnic identities at multiple scales and in multiple 
relationships.  Drawing on feminist theorists, I argue that categories such as Òman,Ó 
Òwoman,Ó and “indigenous” are historically constructed and constantly negotiated in 
everyday relationships as they come into specific relations with cultural, economic, and 
social practices – especially the dominate formations of state and capital.32  
In particular, my work merges two different scholarly subfields in Mexican studies.  
One is scholarship that demonstrates how gender and ethnicity have worked in conjunction to 
promote certain visions of progress and modernity in postrevolutionary Mexican nation-state 
formation as well as neoliberal production models (for work on postrevolutionary formations 
see Lopez 2002; Olcott 2005; for work on the neoliberal era see Cravey 1997; Newdick 
2005; Wright 2007).33  Likewise, recent contributions to de-colonial feminism (also 
sometimes referred to as Òindigenous feminismÓ) not only assess the role of indigenous 
                                                
31 See Eiss’ (2010) book that discusses the way in which the notion of community, or “el pueblo” has changed 
over time and through relationships with different actors. 
 
32 The list of key feminist heorists is long here, and I will not pretend to do it justice.  My work is informed 
most by: ButlerÕs (1993) materialization of the body, and the way that through the repetitive processes of the 
citation of norms bodies come to Òmatter;Ó MahmoodÕs (2005) subsequent critique of Butler’s notion of politics 
and liberal subjects; ZerilliÕs (2005) discussion of politics as a process of claim-mak ng; and HarawayÕs (1988) 
radical connectivity between humans and “nature.” 
 
33 Another key work outside of the Mexican context is de la Cadena (1991) 
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gendered identities in liberal projects, but also profoundly challenge key notions of liberal 
rights, individuality, and autonomy by putting them in conversation with collective 
frameworks and alternative understandings of citizenship, rights, and self-determination 
(Hern‡ndez Castillo 2010; Mej’a 2008; Lugones 2010). The other subfield is work that 
addresses indigenous migration and demonstrates how migration engages with new practices 
and discourses of ethnic, gendered, and generational identities in connection to multiple 
places (Stephen 2007; Smith 2006; Kearney 1998).  Combining these two subfields allows 
me to explore how questions of migration in Yatzachi are connected not only to changing 
subjectivities, but also the way in which these subjectivities can then reformulate discourses 
and practices at the communal, nation-state, and transnational scales.    
 b.) The concept of multiple subjectivities as formed through relational place also 
helps to expand the categories of labor and value within migration studies.  Questions of the 
economic in mainstream migration studies have historically tended to not only limit 
definitions of the migrant, but also of labor and value.  Gidwani and Sivaramakrishan (2003) 
roughly break down these common models into two categories: a “dual economy” model that 
draws on marginalist and rational choice models in economics to explain migration via utility 
maximization or push-pull mechanisms; and a neo-Marxist Òdependency model,” in which 
migration is a result of unequal economic relationships between a core and a periphery. In 
one migrants are seen as rational actors selling labor power and in the other as victims of 
political economy forced to sell their labor power.  In the latter, social reproduction (in this 
case defined as the biological and social reproduction of a labor force) is seen as a “place-
based” activity within the periphery that produces a mobile ÒproductiveÓ laboring force for 
 
 34 
the core in what Katz (2001) refers to as a Òdirect transfer of wealth.Ó34  While this latter 
formulation is useful to explore the structural inequalities of migrant labor, it, like the former, 
fails to explore not only the complexities of migrant behavior – how migration is conditioned 
by cultural understandings of progress, desire, and gender – but also how the wage-labor 
relationship is only one of various ways in which migrants produce forms of economic value.   
 I argue that we must move beyond these models that limit both migrant subjectivity 
and migrant economic behavior by expanding definitions of labor and value.  As mentioned 
above, scholars are turning toward multiple ways of understanding value systems (Grossberg 
2010; Graeber 2001).  This allows us to go beyond simply seeing the “economic” aspect of 
migration as the commodification of labor and opens up a way to explore the “cultural 
universe of labor circulation” (Gidwani and Sivaramakrishan 2003, 189) and the Ònew ways 
of being in local contexts through acts that recast the body, either through forms of 
consumption or through the way their labor power is valorized in pursuit of livelihoods” 
(ibid., 187).  In order to explore how this relationship is created, it is useful to draw on 
several different concepts: social reproduction, circulation, and exchange.  Recent studies in 
geography have sought to explore social reproduction beyond its usual terms as the 
biological reproduction of “productive” workers in capitalist labor theories.  They have 
expanded the term to include ways of belonging to include ideas of cultural production, 
cultural reproduction and social reproduction to enhance understanding of the social, 
material, political, and economic aspects of embodied labor (Chari and Gidwani 2005). This 
then shifts studies of work away from a specifically defined labor process itself and toward 
Òa consideration of the ways of belonging to places, nations, families, networks and other 
                                                
34 Within this notion, women, as the key actors of social reproduction, are the “place-based” actors and men are 
the “productive” workers.  See Yeoh (2005) on how this then underlies a gender bias in research are mobile and 
productive (i.e. male) migrants. 
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social institutionsÓ (Chari and Gidwani 2005, 268; see also Cravey 2005) – a key way to help 
think about other formulations of labor and belonging in communal systems like Yatzachi's.  
Likewise, a certain type of circulation occurs through migration that then defines these 
communities.  This circulation of money, things, and ideas, as well as people helps recreate 
forms of belonging, rights, and relationships to the communal system.  Exchange then also 
becomes an important issue, as people begin to negotiate what the values are of certain 
presences, certain absences, certain labors that have previously had no price, and what their 
exchange value could be in terms of labor time, money, bodily presence, etc. 
 Taking seriously the idea that labor can be about forms of belonging also opens up a 
new discussion of the notion of citizenship and rights in relation to both migration and 
communal systems.  Scholars have debated the way in which migration relates to citizenship.  
Many have taken up the term Òtransnational citizenshipÓ to discuss membership that 
“stretches” beyond nation-state borders (Besserer and Mummert 1999; Castro 2006; Castro 
2005; Fox 2005). Some have elaborated on this idea by differentiating between formal and 
substantive citizenship rights (the first in relationship to formal political rights and the second 
to socio-cultural and economic rights), arguing that the forming of migrant hometown 
associations in migrant destinations largely falls into the real of substantive citizenship, but 
with potential for influencing both Mexican and U.S. formal claims for citizenship (Goldring 
1998).35  While this work is valuable, it tends to center on definitions of citizenship in 
relationship to the state, even when looking at ÒlocalÓ citizenship in migrant communities.  
Although scholars of Latin American citizenship have emphasized the expansion of 
citizenship discourses and practices beyond the state (see Dagnino 2003), in Oaxaca, a 
                                                
35 For work on the history of gender and citizenship in postrevolutionary Mexico and the different ways in 
which discourses and practices of citizenship were inhabited and articulated (via notions of status, action and 
affiliation) see Olcott (2005). 
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particular discussion of Òcommunal citizenshipÓ helps us explore how within communal 
systems there exist alternative notions of rights and obligations (as I argue, performed and 
understood via communal labor) not necessarily harnessed to the state (Hern‡ndez D’az 
2007).  Likewise, recent work on Zapatista communities and their use of rights discourses 
demonstrates how through the formation and maintenance of communal systems, these 
communities engage with an alternative notion of rights as something not granted from above 
(from the state or from God), but as exercised in practice within daily communal life (Speed 
and Reyes 2002). This alternative expression of rights challenges both notions of sovereign 
rule and the role of the law, opening up the idea of communal citizenship and rights as 
working in parallel, but not in subordination to state systems of rights.  Thus, these 
conceptual tools enable us to forge a new way of exploring labor value and political struggle, 
both within and outside indigenous communities.   
 c.) Finally, this view of place allows me to contribute to the debate over issues of 
transnationalism.  Scholars have increasingly documented the ways in which migrants often 
create transnational lives, or lives that expand beyond national borders and that are embedded 
in social, economic, and political structures in more than one place (Guarnizo and Smith 
1998; Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc 1995; Levitt 2004; Levitt and Dehesa 2004; 
Smith 2006).  In particular, a growing literature on indigenous Mexican migration has 
engaged with ideas of transnationalism to explore how migration is changing ethnic identity 
both at home and abroad (Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2004).  Kearney's work is most important 
here, as he discusses the rise of pan-eth ic organizations in the United States.  Using the term 
“OaxacaCalifornia,” he argues that indigenous migrants are creating sociocultural and 
political “third spaces” that are “beyond the territories and the legal and cultural domains of 
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both Mexico and the United StatesÓ (2000, 174).  This, he argues, is a new space in which 
new ethnic identities are formed that challenge hegemonic state configurations and become 
strategic political tools both home and abroad.  However, Mutersbaugh (2002a) critiques this 
idea. He argues that migrant networks and transnational spaces do not represent some new 
kind of unharnessed or unlinked “third space” but rather that they are shaped by specific 
political, economic, and cultural processes in sending and receiving communities that are 
created through struggles over labor and capital in everyday life. 
 To this reading of Ògrounde Ó transnational relationships, I add a focus on a regularly 
overlooked aspect of the relationship between migration and place-m king: the presence of 
absence.  I argue that places can be made not just through presence (the physical return of the 
migrant), but also through absence.  Indeed, Yatzachi as a Òghost townÓ par excellence is 
made as much through presence and it is through absence.  Work by the geographer 
Hägerstrand is helpful here.  Exploring an alternative way to think about the relationship 
between the spatial and temporal aspects of everyday life, he argued that “every action is 
situated in space and time and for its immediate outcome dependent upon what is present and 
absentÓ (1984, 377).  In a type of pre-cursor to Massey, he posited that seeing place as 
Òmeeting pointsÓ is perhaps the best way to explore the struggle over presence and absence 
as it shapes quotidian experiences.  More recent work by Bille, Hastrup, and Sorensen (2010) 
adds to HŠgerstrand's idea.  In their edited volume entitled “An Anthropology of Absence: 
Materializations of Transcendence and Loss,Ó they insist that he social sciences must begin 
to explore the political, cultural, and affective work that absences do.  They argue that, Òas an 
ambiguous interrelation between what is there and what is not, absences are cultural, physical 
and social phenomena that powerfully influence peopleÕs conceptualizations of themselves 
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and the world they engage withÓ (2010, 4).  In this sense, absence is not just the flip-side of 
presence, it is itself felt materially and corporally: “Thus, phenomena may have a powerful 
presence in peopleÕs lives precis ly because of their absence.” They call this “paradox” the 
Òpresence of absenceÓ (ibid).36  They want to talk about the agency of absence, how absence 
works, by specifically focusing on how absence is mediated by certain objects or 
materialities (for example a phantom limb, or in this case, the town of Yatzachi) and can thus 
be felt via interaction with those objects/materialities. They argue that absence has agency in 
Òthe dynamics of potential reverberation, reappearance, transformation and return (2010, xx). 
 Overall, this combined view of place – as a concrete yet unstable entity constantly re-
created through social relations, in which history and present can co-exist – is necessary for 
understanding the ways in which indigenous towns ruled through communal systems engage 
with migration. Together, these various literatures help me to theorize Yatzachi's “ghost 
town” status by focusing on the relationships between labor, gender, ethnicity, value and 
place as they are remade through processes of migration.  Likewise, they help theorize an 
important aspect of daily life in Yatzachi, – the presence of absence – and the way in which 
absence plays a key role in the struggle over different formulations of life's value.   
 
METHODS  
 Due to its Òghost town” status, Yatzachi provides an excellent opportunity to explore 
the relationship between migration and communal systems.  Although the questions of labor, 
gender, belonging, politics, and value are questions that come to the forefront in almost all 
indigenous communities dealing with migration, these issues are particularly evident in 
                                                
36 They ask a key question:  “How are objects, people and phenomena ‘there’ from an experiential perspective, 
even though they are Ônot thereÕ from a positivist perspective?Ó (Bille, Hastrup, and Sorensen 2010, 11). 
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Yatzachi because it has reached an extreme.  Its small population acutely feels the effects of 
migrant absence. The fact that only 200 people have maintained a communal system for more 
than two decades demonstrates a tenacity that merits investigation.  Likewise, because of the 
small population, each act of communal life is so marked by the importance of absence and 
presence that in a sense it “boils down” these issues in a way that would not be quite as 
obvious in a town where population loss is not as dramatic.  Thus, struggles over the 
remaking of communal systems – over labor, gender, belonging, and politics – are intensely 
lived and demonstrated here. 
 To get at the daily struggles over value, presence, and absence, I predominately used 
ethnographic methods.  I engaged in participant observation for more than fourteen 
consecutive months (from June 2009 to August 2010) in Yatzachi, and later return to the 
town for important events (the town fiesta, Day of the Dead) and shorter visits.  I attended 
the town fiesta (always in February) on two different occasions. Because Yatzachitecos 
circulate in and out of the town during different periods, this prolonged relationship with the 
town allowed me to meet various people I otherwise would have missed in a shorter and 
more intensive fieldwork experience and allowed me to observe town life throughout the 
different agricultural seasons.  I conducted over sixty-five formal interviews with 
representatives from various groups of people, including former and current town authorities, 
married and single women, migrants and those who have never left, and new arrivals to the 
town.  Sometimes these interviews were life histor es, other times they had a specific focus 
related to migration, labor, and gender relations.  Most of these interviews were conducted in 
Yatzachi itself, but several were also conducted in Los Angeles and Oaxaca City.  I also 
engaged in participant observation in these sites to a lesser extent. I attended several 
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communal and personal fiestas and fundraisers in both places.  I received a Foreign 
Language Area Studies grant to study introductory Zapoteco during the summer of 2010, 
which enhanced my relationship with almost all residents – those elderly women who never 
left and feel more comfortable speaking in Zapoteco as well as U.S.-born children returning 
on summer vacation to visit their grandparents and who later came to study Zapoteco with 
me.  I also conducted a survey of one member of almost all households in the months of July 
and August 2010.  The survey focused on migration history, economic activity, and 
agricultural activity and was designed to paint a broader picture of economic and agricultural 
life.    
 Part of the methodological challenge of this research is how to get at the “presence of 
absence.” In some ways this can be palpably felt, which I try to describe at different points 
throughout the dissertation.  It is visible in other moments in the constant reference to those 
who are not “there” – family members and loved ones.  It is also evident in the landscape and 
the stories surrounding it: in the conversations about the people who are (or were) owners of 
a particular abandoned house, in the physical structures (for example, the town basketball 
court) made thanks to the presence of absence, in this case the dollars of absent migrants 
communally remitted for public works.  I also attempted to get at it through some local 
archival work.  Although not a historian, I spent many evenings in the municipal offices 
looking through old census records and correspondence between the municipality and 
migrant associations.  These documents helped me delve into the past and somehow find (at 
least in the tabulation of citizens) a reference to those who were here but now can no longer 
be found.  The social sciences are for the most part enamored with questions of ontology and 
epistemology as they manifest themselves through presence.  There is still much to be 
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developed in the exploration of forms of affect, haunting, and absence through social science 
methodologies, and this work only hints at a few of the ways to do this through ethnography 
and archival work. 
 The small population size of Yatzachi had advantages and disadvantages.  On the one 
hand, it allowed me to become very familiar with most people living in the town, and many 
of those living outside it.  The data I was able to collect through gossip, informal interviews, 
and participant observation meant that I personally came to know about many aspects of the 
people I interviewed.  This proved interesting, especially in the implementation after several 
months of fieldwork of a more ÒformalÓ survey.  I found that the formality of a survey made 
many people (and me) feel uncomfortable, as it presented me as more than just a friendly and 
curious observer, but as someone who wanted pointed economic and personal data.  On a few 
occasions during the surveying, I discovered that people lied to my research assistant about 
their economic status and migration history.  Their answers were totally opposite of what I 
and the whole town knew about them.  It seemed that this discomfort emerged from a strong 
distrust about giving any “official” information that would then be written down on a form.   
 In part, this response to the annotation of “formal” data also demonstrated a more 
general distrust of me as a foreigner.  While my status as an American allowed for an easy 
topic of conversation regarding life in the United States, it also provoked distrust in others 
(only a few) who saw in me a potential immigration spy.  Over time, I like to think that this 
mistrust lessened as people came to know me and as migrants who had heard about me met 
me upon their return.  The members of the town assembly voted to allow me to observe their 
meetings, which I did four times, and in which sensitive town and personal information 
emerged.  I was also allowed to participate in many other communal spaces.  Although I am a 
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woman, my category as a foreign student allowed me cross over the traditional divisions of 
gendered space.  I was able to access to some traditionally male-orient d spaces, especially 
tequio and the municipal offices and was also able to engage with more female-orient d 
activities, such a food preparation for town events.    
 
CHAPTER OUTLINE  
 This dissertation is divided into two main sections.  The first, beginning in the 
postrevolutionary era, focuses on the way in which Yatzachi came to be a ghost town.  The 
second focuses on how life in a ghost town works.  It explores the method through which 
Yatzachitecos rely upon both presence and absence to maintain their communal system.   
 
Section One: Becoming a Ghost Town 
 While this dissertation largely focuses on contestations over migration in the 
contemporary moment, the origins of Yatzachi's ghost town status are not a result of 
neoliberalism in and of itself.  Rather, Yatzachi's migratory history is more deeply entangled 
with projects of postrevolutionary indigenismo.  This affected two main aspects of its 
migration history: migration's early beginnings and its gendered nature.  Chapter 2 discusses 
how Yatzachi was targeted by three main aspects of indigenismo: protestant missionaries, 
federal education, and nationalist-oriented anthropologists.  Yatzachi, although a small town, 
became a beacon of postrevolutionary ÒprogressÓ because of its well-educated population 
and local social and economic development initiatives.  However, as Chapter 3 demonstrates, 
this progress proved to be unsustainable, as Yatzachitecos began to leave their town in large 
numbers to pursue educational opportunities or support others who were going to school.  In 
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particular, single and married women began to migrate to Mexico City to engage in domestic 
work.  By the late 1950s, two women housekeepers in Mexico City made contacts with U.S.-
based employers. They both moved (one to California and one to Texas) and soon began to 
help others, mostly women but also men, to migrate internationally.  The permanent 
migration of women as well as relatively lax migration laws provoked the movement of 
entire families to the United States, causing the town to empty out at an alarming rate 
between 1955 and 1970.  With the economic crises of the 1980s, the town's numbers fell 
even further.  By the 1990s, Yatzachi, which had once been a leader of progress and the first 
community in the region to engage with international migration, was considered to be a ghost 
town – a fate neighboring towns hope to avoid.   
 
Section Two: Life in a Ghost Town 
 This section is composed of three chapters that help explore struggles over labor, 
belonging, and gender in contemporary Yatzachi.  In Chapter 4 I focus on the circulatory 
nature of Yatzachi's population, using a typology to examine the relationships that people 
forge with Yatzachi and exploring how Yatzachi is a place that serves as a node of connection 
for various forms of meaning and value.  This demonstrates the diversity of players involved 
the maintenance of Yatzachi's communal system and elaborates what is at stake for each of 
them in its continuity.  Chapter 5 looks at key categories of Yatzachi’s communal system, 
land and labor, to explore the way in which numerous actors are navigating and creating new 
meanings for land and labor in a ghost town environment.  In particular, it explores the 
struggles over communal labor, demonstrating how Yatzachitecos are both innovating and 
adapting some aspects of their communal systems while holding firm to others.  It is here 
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where the clash of two systems of value (communal versus capitalist) mo t blatantly comes 
in to play and is examined, as communal systems reach a limit of adaptation after which only 
physical presence can help maintain alternative practices of labor and politics.  Chapter 6 
takes on the gendered nature of communal labor – an issue often overlooked in discussions of 
communal systems.  It explores how migration has changed gendered communal labor 
practices and how this has caused conflicts within the town over the relationship between 
gendered labor in household and communal reproduction.  While single women in the town 
contest issues of gendered belonging within their communal system, they simultaneously 
draw on that systemÕs alternative notion of rights (linked to labor) to defend it externally 
against state-guided mandates of gender and political participation. This demonstrates how 
Yatzachitecos are reformulating their communal systems in relationship to the Mexican state 







SECTION 1: BECOMING A GHOST TOWN  
CHAPTER 2: 
BRINGING RELIGION AND PROGRESS: THE LEGACIES OF 
MISSIONARIES AND SCHOOLS  
 
One of the main proposed solutions to the “Indian question,” or the attempt to 
incorporate indigenous people into the construction of Mexico's postrevolutionary nation-
state, was education.  Although Yatzachi is located in what was then an isolated region of the 
Sierra Norte, the embrace of postrevolutionary education was almost immediate.  How 
though, did educational fervor reach Yatzachi, part of a micro-region rather unconnected 
(and still several day's walk) from the state capital?  The answer is via the arrival of 
Protestant missionaries.  Protestant missionaries who came to Yatzachi in the 1920s did more 
than convert indigenous souls.  They brought agricultural development projects, modern 
medicine, and opened up means of transport and communication.  However, their emphasis 
on education was perhaps their most important impact upon Yatzachi.  As they established a 
local school and sent young people away to study (to become the teachers and nurses so 
urgently needed in the region), these missionaries also helped set the stage for the 
embracement of a larger postrevolutionary educational agenda in indigenous areas.  They 
planted the seeds of a notion of progress that was later reinforced by the arrival of socialist-
inspired federal rural teachers (some of them the products of the missionaries' efforts).  In 
 
 46 
this model of progress, education was valued above material wealth and was the key way to 
become a successful (enlightened and “modern”) person.  This definition held strong for 
several decades, giving Yatzachi the reputation in the region as being a pioneer in 
progressive activities of education and development.  It also became an important reason for 
increased international migration that began full force in the 1960s.   
I highlight the stories of the missionaries and the importance of education in this 
chapter for three main reasons.  First, the history of migration as narrated by Yatzachitecos is 
one that emphasizes the role of education in community members’ initial migration sojourns.  
As I demonstrate in the following chapter, Yatzachitecos left the town for a number of 
reasons that have to do with individual desires complexly structured through gendered and 
ethnic positionings.  The notion of educational pursuit was a common reason to leave the 
town, but it has also become a common narrative – one that despite Yatzachi’s ghost town 
status emphasizes that migration occurred for a “higher” calling – as a type of self-betterment 
within a logic of individual and communal progress.   Second, it demonstrates how while 
indigenismo, and especially its educational component, was indeed a state agenda to 
assimilate indigenous peoples and convert them into mestizo and “modern” Mexicans, the 
outcome of these projects was not predetermined.  Likewise, attempts at indigenous 
evangelization did not always turn out as missionaries hoped.  The targets of indigenismo 
and proselytism took up these processes and used them in unexpected ways.  As targets of 
indigenismo, indigenous people used their subject positions to then challenge social 
exclusion and create indigenous political organizations that later came to challenge state 
projects of rule (Dillingham 2012; Dawson 2004).  Likewise, in the case of religion, 
indigenous people incorporated religious values and identities to both challenge and 
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sometimes strengthen indigenous identity claims and to engage with modernization projects 
on their own terms (Gallaher 2007; Hartch 2006; Parker Gumucio 2002).  Third, exploring 
the history of the missionaries also demonstrates how Yatzachi’s current communal system is 
not a space formed outside of or external to the realm of state formation and Mexican 
capitalism; rather it is a system that has managed forms of both alterity and autonomy in spite 
of (or in part because of) the way in which it has engaged with dominant state activities like 
indigenismo.  It has been formed as different in relation to these processes by sometimes 
embracing them and by sometimes excluding them.  
In what follows, I employ archival missionary documents, interviews with 
Yatzachitecos, and secondary historical material to explore just how and in what ways 
indigenous people took on parts of indigenismo ideology and to what end.37  The story below 
details the ways in which Yatzachitecos embraced certain aspects of Protestant religion and 
secular education to shape their relationship with both processes of Mexican nation-state 
formation and economic modernization.  Although Yatzachitecos were enthusiastic about 
notions of education, self-betterment, and progress, they did not necessarily use these ideas to 
simply abandon Yatzachi or leave behind a “backward” indigenous identity.  Rather, they 
sought to embrace them while also using them to make Yatzachi a better place.  However, 
over time and rather unintentionally, these processes led to absence from Yatzachi itself and 
the subsequent need to incorporate absence into Yatzachi’s daily fabric.   
 
                                                
37 The available historical material largely demonstrates this process through the eyes of outsiders (missionaries 
and anthropologists) rather than through the documented words and ideas of Yatzachitecos themselves. This 
leaves us with a rather partial story in many ways, but also helps us explore the extent to which these outsiders 
“measured” Yatzachi, and whether or not Yatzachi lived up to their expectations.    
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UNLIKELY PARTNERS: PROTESTANT MISSIONARIES AND INDIGENISMO 
EDUCATIONAL PROJECTS   
As an isolated indigenous community, Yatzachi was one of the thousands of 
indigenous towns that served as a stumbling block for the creation of a new postrevolutionary 
Mexican nation.  While indigenous people, with their communally-based organization 
systems and collective lands, were viewed as an obstacle toward Mexican modernity in 
prerevolutionary Mexican liberalism, in postrevolutionary Mexico the “Indian question” 
gained more prominence as it became harnessed even more tightly to questions of 
nationalism.  The concept of indigenismo came to guide the cultural and economic practices 
that targeted indigenous groups and sought to bring them into the nation (Fallaw 1997; 
Dawson 2004; Lopez 2002; Knight 1990).  Through its use of indigenous culture as the 
historical material that gave Mexicans cultural authenticity – both a shared sense of 
commonality as well as a shared reason to resist imperial encroachment – indigenismo 
created an ideology of minority rule which manage to identify and incorporate certain aspects 
of indigeneity at the same time that it subdued and rejected others (Saldaña-Portillo 2003). 
One of the main tools of indigenismo was education (Rockwell 1994).  In his famous 
“Grito de Guadalajara” in 1934, ex-President but still influential Plutarco Elías Calles 
declared that although the Mexican Revolution was technically over, it still had to be fought 
on the battleground of the “minds of the youth.”  In particular, this was a battle against the 
power of the Catholic Church, an anti-modern institution that, according to Calles and others, 
promoted “fanaticism,” superstition, and idleness through its practice of religious fiestas, 
excessive drinking, and syncretic cult rituals (Becker 1995).  Through the creation of federal 
schools and a program of socialist education via the Secretary of Public Education (SEP), 
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teachers were to be the key agents in the government’s creation of a “secular, patriotic 
culture antithetical to the church” (Vaughan 1997, 31).  They were to modernize the peasants 
through education and development campaigns that focused on improving hygiene and 
nutrition, and teaching civic values through cultural celebrations of national heroes and 
holidays – basically, attempting to emphasize each town’s relationships to the larger Mexican 
state and creating a notion of “Mexicanness.”38 
Like these educational crusaders, foreign missionaries anxious to return to Mexico 
after the Revolution had a similar goal.  Although Protestant churches began working in 
Mexico in the 1800s (indeed many of Mexico's famous liberals who came to challenge 
Catholic Church control were Protestants), the Revolution stopped much missionary work in 
the country.39  By the 1930s, despite the official anti-religious rhetoric of the moment, 
educational crusaders soon found an ally in foreign missionaries.  This was made official in a 
relationship brokered in 1933 between the Mexican State and the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics (SIL).  Begun by Cameron Townsend, an American evangelical dedicated to the 
idea of translating the New Testament into native languages, the SIL presented itself to 
Mexican leaders as a scientific linguistic organization willing to work with less-common 
                                                
38 Mary Kay Vaughan argues that although education was seen as one of the main ways to promote and solidify 
the Mexican nation-state project, its implementation was varied and contested. The state's project itself managed 
to become hegemonic not because of acceptance of its top-down implementation, but rather because of the 
dialogue and negotiation that it evoked at the federal, regional, and community levels. She writes: “...because 
popular struggles in the revolution were to some degree about maintaining and defining culture, the concept of 
modernity, while accepted rhetorically and in the tangible forms of land, water, roads, corn-grindi g mills, and 
small pox vaccine, could be appropriated because local people struggled successfully to legitimize their cultures 
and assert their right to pace the entry of modernity and determine its content and meaning. That is, they 
themselves claimed the right to de-essentialize the concept and to select from itÓ (1997, 23). Regional politics 
and local communities thus played an important role in shaping how modernizing educational initiatives were 
accepted, modified, or rejected. In Yatzachi, the implementation of a federal school was solicited and accepted 
thank to the Van Slykes. 
 
39 The revolution did not stop the missionaries from planning their next step. By 1914, in order to organize 
Protestant missionary work in a more coherent way, eleven different Protestant denominations met in Cincinnati 
to divide up the country geographically (Young 2006). The Presbyterians received much of Southern Mexico, 
including Oaxaca and Chiapas. 
 
 50 
indigenous languages (Stoll 1982).40  This began a close relationship with the Mexican 
government that lasted until 1979.41  SIL translators lived in isolated indigenous communities 
for years at a time, learned local languages, translated the Bible and converted people into 
believers.42  In exchange for government support, they pioneered bilingual education 
programs and linguistic research, promising to raise overall literacy levels of indigenous 
groups.  The government, struggling to create a nation of Spanish-speaking individuals, used 
the SIL’s efforts as a way to find methods for assimilation.  Thus, a whole generation of 
young missionary linguists came to work in Mexico.   
Although the end goals of religious conversion and educated citizen were ultimately 
different, the processes that lead to both subjectivities were remarkably similar: stop 
drinking, start learning, stop wasting money on religious events and believing in superstition, 
work harder and become more productive.  Therefore, missionaries often “served the 
incorporative purposes of indigenismo” with the goal that Indians could become Mexicans 
(Hartch 2006, 105).  As Hartch writes, “Townsend's desire to convert indigenous people to 
evangelical Christianity by means of linguistics and vernacular literacy was also not so 
                                                
40 The SIL has become one of the largest and most important non-Catholic missionary endeavors in the world. It 
currently is involved in over 1,500 translation projects around the globe and has translated the New Testament 
into 745 languages. ÒSIL International,Ó www.sil.org. The organization often presents itself through a  “dual 
identity” (Stoll 1982, 12): as scientific linguists in foreign host countries (under the name the SIL) and as 
missionaries (under the name the Wycliffe Bible Institute) when it seeks financial supporters in the United 
States.  By presenting itself as a scientific linguistic organization willing to work with less common indigenous 
languages, SIL has managed to enter into numerous countries where most missionaries are rejected, forming 
relationships with government leaders that see in their project an excellent way to establish contact with 
indigenous groups and modernize them via projects of bilingual education and human development.   
 
41 Missionaries often received a salary from Mexican educational institutions and authored the majority of the 
Department of Education's indigenous primers (Hartch 2006; Stoll 1982). 
 
42 Although painted by Wycliffe missionaries as an “apolitical” organization, SIL projects and the knowledge 
they produce have served multiple interests of state and capital.  Throughout Latin America, the region in which 
the SIL began, the organization has been accused of numerous political scandals: of ties to the U.S. Central 
Intelligence Agency, as informants to host governments, as Cold War actors determined to stop the spread of 
Satan (Communism), and as links to foreign companies seeking to extract resources from indigenous people's 
lands (Hvalkof and Aaby 1981; Rus and Wasserstrom 1981).  
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different from Cárdenas' [Mexican President from 1934 to 1940] desire to wean them from 
Catholicism by means of state-sponsored education” (Hartch p.13-14). 
Yatzachi had a prolonged missionary presence from 1920 to the 1970s.  The first 
missionaries were Presbyterians.  They came shortly after the Revolution and were 
instrumental in promoting educational attainment for the town.  They left in 1929.  Eight 
years later, they were followed by the arrival of SIL missionaries and another set of 
Presbyterians.  In what follows, I detail the stories of these missionaries, focusing on their 
attempts at modernizing Yatzachi and its people and the way in which Yatzachitecos then 
created a notion of progress from their educational and modernizing efforts.   
 
THE FIRST YA TZACHI MISSIONARIES: EDUCATING THE INDIAN  
For Joaquín López, a Yatzachiteco in his late eighties dedicated to his evangelical 
religion, it was no mistake: in September of 1921, Lawrence and Mabel Van Slyke, a young 
Presbyterian missionary couple from the United States, found themselves in the high 
mountains of the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca.43  Having arrived in Mexico the previous year, they 
were in search of a Oaxacan community in which to begin their missionary work. They 
braved the multiple day journey from Oaxaca City on small mountain footpaths to arrive at 
the district of Villa Alta in the Sierra Norte.  The small towns that dotted the mountains here 
were all Zapoteco. They were all run on civil-religious cargo systems and subsistence 
agriculture, which merged their household production and communal labor systems in a form 
of local self-governance. They had a distant relationship with the state, a strong history of 
Catholic syncretism, and a wariness of outsiders.  After the Van Slykes were run out of the 
first town they visited (Talea de Castro), with villagers throwing rocks behind them, they 
                                                
43 Names in this chapter have not been altered to protect privacy.   
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moved on to towns nearby, where their welcome was equally warm.  Then, on the winding 
path that led down to the river and the large town of Yalalag, they came across a young 
Zapoteco man named Fidel López.  Coming back from a day of fieldwork, Fidel had his 
donkey in one hand and his machete in the other.  He was surprised to see white people 
walking along this isolated mountain path, but quickly seized upon the opportunity to 
practice his Spanish with them, greeting them and striking up a conversation.  The Van 
Slykes, having learned from their past mistakes and leery of Fidel's machete, were at first 
vague about what they were doing in the region, but once Fidel opened up and told them that 
he had learned Spanish working in the home of Presbyterians in Oaxaca City, the Van Slykes 
were overjoyed.  As Joaquín, Fidel's son recounts: “They gave glory to God. Their search 
had ended.” Yatzachi was blessed, as it became “the first pueblo in the region to receive the 
word of God.” 
Lawrence and Mable Van Slyke lived in Yatzachi from 1923 to 1929.  Lawrence is 
the self-proclaimed “1st Protestant worker to open work among Zapoteco Indians in the 
District of Villa Alta.”44  Both highly educated (Mabel was previously the Dean of Women in 
School of Oratory at Northwestern University and Lawrence had a master's in philosophy as 
well as attending Auburn Theological Seminary), the young couple had lived in New York 
where Lawrence pastored a small church before they joined the Foreign Missions Board of 
the Presbyterian Church.  They both had a philosophy of mission work in which they sought 
to lead followers to Christ by the example of their ways more than through direct evangelism. 
                                                
44All data from the missionaries was found via the Biographical Sketches in the Foreign Missionary Index at the 
Presbyterian Historical Society, located in Philadelphia.  The personnel files indexed within the database and 
collected into the Biographical Sketches may contain missionary application forms, "Candidate Reference 
Blanks," "Missionary Profiles," school records, photographs, incoming and outgoing correspondence, medical 
and financial records, obituaries, and/or other printed material.  As many of these documents do not have titles 
or individual reference numbers, I will refer to them from here on as simply coming from the PC (USA).   
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In response to the question, “In what ways have you sought to help others to a personal 
understanding and commitment to Christ and His way of life?” on a church interview form, 
Lawrence stated, “Above all, by example; then by making teaching and preaching as simple, 
practical, and personal as possible; then by personal conversation when possible; sometimes 
through letters.”  He describes himself theologically as a “conservative: but granting others 
full right to disagree with me,” and not a “fundamentalist.”45  For Mabel, missionary work 
was about realizing the “wonderful power of God's love” and working with youth.  In her 
missionary application statement, she wrote, “I have always been much interested in work 
with the children and the boys and girls.  They seem so ready to make important decisions if 
only they are guided the right way.”46  
From 1920-1923 Mabel and Lawrence eventually became established in Oaxaca City 
while scouting out a place in which to create a long-term residence and begin full missionary 
work.  After finding Fidel on that mountain path in 1921, Fidel presented Lawrence to the 
municipal authorities and soon became the Van Slyke´s most important ally, giving part of 
his land for the construction of the missionary´s home and church.  By December of 1922 the 
Van Slykes were already starting their missionary work in the form of education.  With most 
educational efforts largely halted by the revolution, the children of Yatzachi had received 
very little education for over a decade once their primary school was closed in 1910 (Pérez 
Ruíz et al. 2005, 58).  Mabel apparently began educating some children from Yatzachi in a 
small school in Oaxaca City while Lawrence seemed to be traveling regularly to Yatzachi.  In 
Christmas correspondence to her home church in Evanston, IL, Mabel discussed that their 
plans for future visits to the United States had to account for the educational needs of “the 






boys,” whose school year ends in December.  She was particularly excited about one young 
man, Fidencio:  
Tomorrow one boy goes to his home.  Fidencio is getting fitted out, for he is the one 
who is going away to school in Mexico City.  We have to buy so many things for him 
to go, as it is necessary that he take everything with him, even to blankets (sic).  The 
list sent us calls for a single bed, a mattress, bedding, chair, table, wash bowl, glass, 
brushes for teeth, clothes and shoes, all his personal clothing, which must be marked 
with his name, and a score of other things.  It is terribly long.  We can't buy the bed 
and mattress for him.  his (sic) books and clothes and other personal things will be 
enough, the school will have to get the rest.  I almost feel as if I was getting my own 
big son ready for school.  We won't see him probably for two years, with the possible 
exception of a day or two when we pass through the city on our way to the States.  It 
is quite like parting from one of the family.  For next year we will probably have 
eight or nine boys and two little girls, no big ones.  We will start in in (sic) January.  I 
expect to hold classes more faithfully in music, Bible, English and such studies. 47 
 
For the Van Slykes, these educational efforts were a key part of their missionary 
work. The hope was to train young people in a Christian tradition to later become community 
leaders and guide others to Christ.  Mabel wrote: “This work of training these young boys 
and girls from the mountains is a great recreation for us.  We see what possibilities there are 
in the work in the coming departure of Fidencio to Mexico.  He is going to the big 
Preparatory School to be a preacher or a teacher.  We hope to have many more to send after 
next year's stay with us.  It is encouraging and gives visible signs of development in the work 
here in Oaxaca.  If we can only develop two or three real teachers and preachers to make 
personal appeals to fellow-countrymen, we will feel satisfied.  And the boys are such 
splendid ones to work with – so appreciative and willing to study and follow.”48 
Through the influence of the Van Slykes, numerous young people in Yatzachi began 
to receive educational support.  Upon settling more permanently in the Sierra, the Van Slykes 
moved their Oaxaca City school to their home in Yatzachi.  Unlike the municipal school that 






also was established during this time via municipal funds, girls could attend the Van Slyke's 
school (Montes García 2007).  They also helped numerous young men and women leave 
Yatzachi to seek educational opportunities.  Fidencio Montes is only one of the many young 
men and women who, guided by the Van Slykes, became a young “professional.”  The Van 
Slykes sent a young man to nursing school in Puebla, and another one to a technical school to 
study metalworking.  The first female teacher in Yatzachi was also a product of the Van 
Slyke's tutelage and support, as she, and later at least nine other young women, moved to 
Oaxaca City to attend school and live in a Presbyterian home for young girls (Pérez Ruíz et 
al., 2005, 37).  Apparently, two of these women went on to become nurses.  A group of 
young men, seven in all (including Fidencio) are seen as the pioneer teachers of the town – 
giving Yatzachi fame as a town that produced many schoolteachers.  All of them were helped 
by the Van Slykes to receive at least their primary education.  At the end of the 1920s, 
several studied at the teacher's training “normal” school in the Oaxacan town of San Antonio 
de la Cal (Pérez Ruíz et al. 2005).  Two others attended school in Mexico City, in the first 
government-established indigenous boarding school, one of the first “experiments” in 
postrevolutionary indigenous education.49 
In an undated letter sent to the Nunda (NY) News upon the event of Mabel's death, 
Rev. Van Slyke details their relationship with one young man from Yatzachi: “Among the 
many letters I have received from friends both in this country and in Mexico, bringing me 
                                                
49 Called the ÒCasa del Estudiante Ind’genaÓ the idea of the Casa was to examine whether or not indigenous 
youth could be incorporated into the nation and the best methods to do so (Dawson 2001).  Ideally, these 
students would become bilingual Òcultural brokersÓ in their communities of origin (Heath 1972; Schoenhals 
1964; Dawson 2001).  As Dawson (2001) argues, the Casa was a way in which the state attempted to create 
indigenous subjects (he details official’s attempts at finding “true” indigenous youth) in order to erase them.  
However, students themselves took up the revolutionary aspects of these subjectivities and later came to 
challenge the very foundation of the school, leading to its eventual demise in 1932, only seven years after it 




comfort and sympathy in the death of Mrs. Van Slyke, is one from a man in the part of 
Mexico where we had our work among the Zapoteco Indians.  He was a teen-age boy when I 
first saw him in my first trips into the section that later became our field of work.  He was an 
orphan, helping support his mother there in Yatzachi.  He knew quite a bit of Spanish, but 
spoke it with a strong accent, for Zapoteco was his own native language. He was one of the 
younger members of the group that met with me for little services each night of my visits . . . 
He showed an interest in the medical side of our work, most of which was done by Mrs. Van 
Slyke, and it was she who encouraged him to go on and learn more and more. We were able 
to send him for nurse's training in the Baptist Hospital in Puebla. There he worked hard and 
studied faithfully, though never earning a diploma, so far as I can remember. But his 
ambition was to return to his village and do all the good he could. I want to quote a little 
from his letter, because of the tribute he gives to the influence received: 'Reading your letter 
telling of your wife's death, I couldn't help weeping; but she has gone, and we ourselves can 
only wait for the same call . . . I myself am very, very, grateful for what you people did for 
me, and for what God has done for me. Don't hold on to your sadness, for she is rejoicing 
with Christ.’”50  Overall, both the goals of the Van Slykes and the goals of these young 
professionals initially aligned: the desire was to “develop” Yatzachi by first “developing” its 
young inquisitive members.  Although these young people would leave the town, they would 
return to it to serve it with newly acquired skills.   
Although the Van Slyke's support in terms of educational activities is perhaps their 
most memorable impact upon Yatzachi, the Van Slykes also had an impact upon life in 
Yatzachi more generally.  One of the first issues taken up by those recently converted to the 
Protestant faith was the question of the mayordom’a in the local fiestas.  By 1925, the 




practice of having a mayordomía, or a rotating system in which one man burdened himself 
financially to pay for annual fiestas, had ceased to be the model for the patron saint festival. 
A fiesta committee was established instead to collect funds and donations from all the 
community (Montes García 2007).  More generally, Protestants ceased drinking and 
producing mezcal (alcohol from the maguey plant).  Many also stopped participating in the 
Catholic-based fiestas, which declined in number and frequency.  At some point, religious 
and civil cargos were separated, and the official cargo and tequio system only came to be 
implemented for civil posts and activities.  The Van Slykes also participated in issues of 
agricultural development.  Lawrence, with a background in agricultural science, helped with 
questions of potential irrigation and fruit cultivation.  
The Van Slykes seem to have been remarkably influential in Yatzachi. Their focus on 
educating young Yatzachitecos who they then hoped would return to Yatzachi and engage in 
key acts of social and economic development (as teachers, nurses, and skilled workers) was 
successful.  Their evangelization process, done by setting an example through these “good 
works,” was also effective.  Whether or not the decline of Catholic celebrations and traditions 
really meant that indigenous souls were converted to Protestant faith, the stage was set for 
rethinking the traditional relationship between the power of the Catholic Church and 
communal institutions.  Overall, Yatzachitecos seemed to embrace these developments. 
Education, agricultural development, and better healthcare were things that most 
Yatzachitecos seemed to desire.  However, their acceptance of the Van Slykes and their 
offered forms of support did not necessarily mean that Yatzachitecos followed the Van 
Slyke's model. As the next section demonstrates, the impact of the Van Slykes was taken up 
and used in a very different way from its original intent.  
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SOCIALIST EDUCATION, PROGRESS, AND SECULARLISM  
After the Van Slyke's departure in 1929, the church they had established seemed to 
disintegrate and their plans to create educated Christian leaders were deterred.51  Both of 
these events were due in large part to the increasingly anti-religious sentiment building in the 
nation's capital that manifested itself in the closing of all churches (Protest and Catholic) 
following Mexico's Cristero rebellion (1926-1929). 
Several of the Yatzachitecos carefully educated through the support of the Van Slykes 
became these new crusaders of nationalism and modernity.  Their religious teachings were 
often overtaken by the fiercely anti-religious rhetoric that abounded in the policies of the SEP 
and the communist influence found in the “normal schools” they attended (Olcott 2005; 
Vaughan 1997).  Indeed, a schoolteacher was responsible for the closing of both the Catholic 
and Protestant churches in 1934.  Mabel details how this affected their spiritual congregation 
in Yatzachi in a letter she wrote about an upcoming visit to the town: “Now it [the church] 
will be rather difficult to reopen.  But I shall have family worship in their homes and may be 
able to get together three or four at a time in my house for study and prayer.  It is not possible 
to have meetings in private homes – they have to be in a church.  If I could be free to invite 
them to my house out there they all would come, but I cannot do it.  I pray that God will help 
me to strengthen them spiritually while I am there.”52  
Ironically, it was Mabel's dear Fidencio, the student she had so lovingly sent off to 
study at the Presbyterian School in Mexico City, who helped close the church.  Fidencio, 
                                                
51Although the Van Slykes left Yatzachi for Mexico City in 1929 due to health reasons, they still stayed active in 
promoting the educational life of many Yatzachitecos. During their time in Yatzachi, Mabel learned Zapoteco 
extensively, and even after their departure from Yatzachi, Mabel dedicated herself to translating two gospels 
into Zapoteco and a basic primer to teach people how to read in Zapoteco. The “boys” of Yatzachi assisted her 





after studying in the National Teacher’s School in Mexico City (1927-1930), left behind his 
religious teachings.  Helped by the famous Presbyterian Moisés Saenz (an important player 
in the promotion of bilingual education in Mexico) to get into the prestigious teacher’s 
school, during his schooling and after he became firmly aligned with the values of socialist 
education.  Fidencio became a libre pensador (free thinker) and firmly anti-religious. He 
returned to Yatzachi for two years, from 1934 to 1936, where he served as the Director of 
Yatzachi’s primary school, a federal school founded in 1929 (apparently with the help of the 
Van Slykes) (Pérez Ruíz et al. 2005, 60). 
An interview with another school teacher from Yatzachi who also considered himself 
to be a “free thinker,” Olga Montes García captures what the relationship between education 
and religion came to be for theses Yatzachitecos, who saw as their leader Benito Juárez, the 
former Mexican President who was a Zapoteco from the Sierra Norte and a great liberal 
crusader of newly independent Mexico: “‘I was an evangelical. Later, I came to be like 
Juárez. This is what science does. When you are in the darkness of fanaticism, you don't 
know what you are doing – you are wearing a blindfold. But school and science remove this 
blindfold. That's why I stopped being an evangelical’” (2007, 155).  Thus, they saw in 
socialist education a way become more enlightened, educated individuals, and leave behind 
not only the superstitions of the Catholic Church, but also the faith of the Protestants.  
The influence of the teachers on Yatzachi's relatively new federal school built upon 
the anti-Catholic sentiment already present in Yatzachi due to the Van Slyke's introduction of 
Protestantism.  Fidencio helped organized teachers in the immediate region to come together 
in an attempt to fight Catholic fanaticism.  He helped create the Union de Maestros y 
Autoridades Socialistas and led them in the burning of Saints in front of the Catholic Church 
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in Yatzachi.  This public event, which students and evangelicals attended, was supposed to 
serve as a “rational” test that God did not exist, or else he would have stopped the fire (Olga 
Montes García interview, October, 2011).  The fact that Fidencio could get away with 
burning the saints without being lynched attests both to his influence in the town and to the 
way in which the Catholic Church had ceased to be a formative aspect of communal life.  
Similar to the Van Slykes, Fidencio also engaged in development projects in his 
community, many of which were promoted by the SEP but others that were also being 
implemented by the Oaxacan State Government.  The state government prohibited 
mayordomías and promoted anti-alcohol campaigns as well as radio programs on agricultural 
productivity (Montes García 2007).  Fidencio lists his accomplishments as: “We protected 
the fresh water springs; we resolved difficulties between pueblos; we introduced the 
telephone and mail services; we celebrated civic events not only in Yatzachi, but in the 
pueblos of Zoogocho, Solaga, Tavehua, Yatzachi el Alto, and Zoochila; we installed a school 
cooperative and promoted the fixing of roads” (Pérez Ruíz et al. 2005, 115–116).53 He later 
was a key player in the construction of a school theater, a building that was one-of-a-kind in 
the region and in which the school could assert its patriotic cultural agenda through plays, 
music, and performances (on theaters, see Vaughan 1997).  Fidencio and other teachers in the 
region were so successful at replacing pagan ceremonies (the worship of sacred places and 
natural phenomenon) that Julio de la Fuente, an anthropologist and indigenismo advocate 
working in the region, gave a presentation in 1939 on the ways in which towns in the area 
had managed to replace these ceremonies with school-based civic events (Montes García 
2007).  
                                                
53 My translation from the original Spanish. 
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Fidencio's and other teachers' attempts to modernize Yatzachi through education and 
development projects largely followed the tenants of indigenismo.  As they engaged in 
modernization projects, they did so with a desire to uphold the importance of indigenous 
languages and indigenous traditions deemed to be “good.”  Fidencio argued that while 
Spanish was necessary and important, it should not be taught via the eradication of Zapoteco. 
He recounts with pride how he began to teach Spanish without attempting to “throw out” 
Zapoteco (Pérez Ruíz et al. 2005).54  He and other teachers also relied upon “traditional” 
systems to carry out their development projects, merging together their tenants of socialist 
work with local communal labor systems that emerged from colonial rule.  The municipal 
authority in Yatzachi began cooperative agricultural projects, planting large amounts of corn 
on communal lands that would be tended through obligatory work parties and then harvested 
and used for the good of the town.  
The work of Fidencio in Yatzachi and the work of other Yatzachiteco teachers in 
surrounding towns was part of a larger movement in the Sierra more broadly, in both the 
districts of Ixtlán and Villa Alta.  Teachers in the region formed a broad teachers union in the 
early 1930s, which not only emphasized municipal autonomy so revered in the Sierra Norte, 
but also sought to undermine the power structure of elders as municipal leaders (Smith 
2007).  By challenging the establishments of mayordomías and critiquing the combination of 
religious and civic cargo systems, teachers in many areas were able to contribute to a new 
formation of communal leadership by young, educated Zapotecos.  Communal labor was 
employed not to emphasize religious festivals, but to create agricultural cooperatives, to 
support the building of schools, and to engage in health campaigns.  By the late 1930s, the 
                                                
54 Smith (2007) notes how bilingual education was advocated early on in the Sierra Norte long before it was put 
in place elsewhere. 
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Confederation of the Pueblos of the Sierra Juárez included towns from the entire region, and 
served as a way to address inter-communal conflicts and elect regional officials.  
Yatzachitecos navigated these events with flexibility and adaptation.  Just as they had 
accepted the Van Slykes, they also accepted and embraced their homegrown socialist 
teachers.  This was not done without struggle, however. While little data exists regarding the 
original attack on the power on the local Catholic Church during the era of the Van Slykes, it 
most certainly was a tense process that reestablished a different criteria for community 
leadership: young, educated professionals with experience “outside” the town.  With the 
arrival of newly educated teachers, this shift toward professional leadership became 
complete, and even when not serving community cargos, teachers became key advisors to 
and power players in their local communities.  
 
THE SECOND WAVE OF MISSIO NARIES  
Despite the turn to a more secular Yatzachi, Protestant work picked up again in the 
1940s, as Yatzachi became a site for the Summer Institute of Linguistics and hosted its 
second (and last) set of Presbyterian missionaries.  Although the SIL had gained support 
from President Cárdenas precisely because he felt that with their bilingual approach they 
would help educate isolated indigenous populations, the SIL missionaries did not particularly 
emphasize education in the town.  Instead, they focused on learning and documenting 
Zapoteco at the same time that they engaged in full out evangelization, as their overarching 
goal was to translate the New Testament into the Zapoteco of the region, so that 
Yatzachitecos could hear the “Good Word” in a language familiar to them.  They also 
brought Yatzachitecos into new relationships with the “outside world” as they further 
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encouraged the development of transportation and communication options and brought in 
high-tech “modern” apparatuses that left Yatzachi less physically and culturally isolated. 
Oaxaca, one of Mexico’s most indigenous states, became a key site of the SIL’s 
work, and besides their headquarters in Mexico City, a regional base was founded in the 
town of Mitla, close to Oaxaca City.  This base served as control center for SIL translators.  
It came to include a landing strip for air travel to isolated pueblos and a radio command 
center as well as medical services and housing facilities.  The first SIL workers to arrive in 
Yatzachi were Mary and Otis Leal around 1937, and while they had a presence in Yatzachi 
for almost two decades, other missionary linguists came to assist them in the early 1950s.55  
It took 34 years for the SIL to reach its goal of translating the New Testament.  In 1971, the 
Leals and other SIL missionaries dedicated the translation in a large and celebratory event in 
Yatzachi (Pérez Ruíz et al. 2005).  Ironically, the New Testament was translated at precisely 
the time when emigration from Yatzachi was steadily increasing (see next chapter).  
                                                
55 The Leals were helped by Vern Bruce, a wandering missionary with knowledge of the area and good 
relationships with Yatzachi, to arrive at the town. Later, two young women, Inez Butler and Martha Phillips, 
moved to Yatzachi to continue translation work. After two years, Ramona Miller replaced Martha. Inez stayed in 




Figure 1.2: The Erdman family (courtesy of Julie Atkinson) 
Like the Van Slykes, upon arrival the Leals allied themselves with key individuals. 
However, unlike the Van Slykes who promoted the pursuit of formal education by young 
Yatzachitecos, the Leals sought out people who could serve as their full-time translators. 
Engaging with a few individuals, they turned them into assistants who were paid to teach 
them Zapoteco.  Occasionally, they took these assistants to trainings, which often lasted for 
weeks or months, at one of their base camps, where they were able to work with them 
intensively on translating and writing without the disruption of everyday Yatzachiteco life. 
This was standard SIL procedure.  Working with select people not only helped the SIL 
advance in its translations, it also then created a generation of evangelized young people well 
versed in local languages as well as the “outside” world (having lived at base camp) (Stoll 
1982).  The idea was that these cultural brokers would then begin churches in their home 
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communities and serve as well-connected, local evangelists.  Thus, unlike the Van Slykes, 
education was emphasized only insomuch as it regarded issues of linguistic translation.  
This focus was different than the Van Slyke's attempts to lead by example and focus 
on general education, as SIL missionaries' main commitment was to evangelize and focus on 
linguistic translation.56  However, their intensive Zapoteco work left little time for general 
evangelization.  Despite that, Otis Leal, in a book he wrote about his wife Mary, details how 
Mary took the time to target women of all ages in Yatzachi.  In particular, she sought actively 
to convert female “shamans.” Mary would regularly visit Laura and a different Mary, women 
known as curanderas (or local healers) who also engaged in what the missionaries viewed as 
witchcraft.  She would “read to her from the Scriptures about sin, Christ, forgiveness and 
salvation” (Leal 1997, 80).  Although Mary was never able to see the moment when both 
these women agreed to accept Christ, other believers in Yatzachi followed up on Mary's 
work and assured her that the two women were converted before their deaths.  Mary also 
worked with the children, and every Christmas would put on a good old-fashioned Christmas 
pageant.  Otis estimates that about one-fifth of the population of Yatzachi would participate 
in the program.  They had costumes for different bible stories, would recite bible verses and 
sing bible songs – all in Zapoteco.  It was one of the most successful ways in which they 
sought to spread the gospel and was an event that drew people from various nearby towns 
(Rebecca Long interview, November 2011).  
 
                                                
56 Although the main focus of the SIL missionaries was learning Zapoteco, recording it, and translating the 
bible, they also engaged in other language projects. They wrote a dictionary, grammar books, and many other 
guides to the Yatzachiteco variant of Zapoteco and, because of their official relationship with the Mexican 





Figure 1.3: A Sunday school class in Yatzachi (courtesy of Julie Atkinson) 
The Leals were helped along in their ministry efforts by another Presbyterian couple, 
Winn and Roxanna Erdman, who arrived in Yatzachi with three young children in 1945 and 
stayed till 1953.  In Yatzachi, Winn’s job was to help the Leals in translation and ministry 
efforts.  He and Roxanna had attended the SIL translator course in Oklahoma a few years 
earlier to receive basic linguistic and anthropological training.  Julie, their daughter, recounts, 
“My dad's job was to work with the Leal's, and as they invented a written language and 
translated assorted stuff into Zapoteco my dad started teaching reading in their own language, 
and using parts of the Leal's early translations in his Sunday School and so forth. I remember 
singing little choruses in Zapotec…on Sunday a.m. my dad would blow on a bull horn – 
cacho – and kids came to Sunday School from all over town because we had a basket ball” 
(Julie Atkinson interview, July, 2011).  Yatzachi had apparently been without a pastor for 15 
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years, but a small Presbyterian group had still somehow maintained a religious practice. 
Winn wrote that shortly after their arrival, this group “immediately began to meet almost 
every night for informal worship” and that “sixteen Indian children were coming to Sunday 
School within six months.”57 
Besides working in Yatzachi, Winn also began to minister to nearby towns (Solaga, 
Zoogocho, Tabaá), going on what he called his “circuit” – or, as he described it, “‘prodding a 
reluctant burro from town to town’” – he would set up a booth at local markets and town 
fiestas to play records and give out Christian literature.58  His daughter Julie recalls how 
people would clamor around his booth to see what he had brought: “He brought his tape-
recorder, a wind up record player and stuff that they had never seen before, so he'd go to 
Zoogocho [where the weekly market was] and wind up his victrola and put on a record with 
bible verses or little songs, and it was just so new I think people went just because it was odd. 
We've got pictures of people in his booth in Zoogocho, hovering around listening to whatever 
he had on his wind up victrola” (Julie Atkinson interview, July, 2011). In Yatzachi he 
showed movies on a movie projector. People were fascinated and loved it.59 
Perhaps the Erdmans are most famous, however, for bringing the first vehicle to 
Yatzachi and the larger micro-region.  In 1952, Winn managed to get a jeep to the town.  





59 While Winn did his evangelical work in the region, Roxanna guided the children in home schooling and 
engaged in homemaking tasks, not easy work given that electricity and running water were not available. In a 
Òmemorial minuteÓ written in 1957 upon the death of Roxanna c used by cancer, it states that, ÒTo bring up a 
family of six children, run a home in primitive surroundings, learn to use two languages, Spanish and Zapoteco, 
and help her husband in his evangelistic task was no mean achievement.  Mrs. Erdman performed all her tasks, 
both small and great, with thoroughness and Christian grace.  She made her home a center of Christian 
friendliness; it was a ‘house by the side of the road.Õ  Many Indians heard from her lips the story of the Gospel 
for the first time. Mrs. Erdman’s life was a living testimony to her faith in a Savior who came that all men, 




“My dad took a jeep with a winch on the front in to Yatzachi.  It was the first vehicle ever 
seen there.  I remember the local pack animals were petrified and ran away scattering their 
loads all over the place!  Little towns along the way were ambivalent.  The men came out 
with pick axes to help widen the trail move rocks so the Jeep could creep over in 4 wheel 
drive low.  Ladies and kids watched” (Julie Atkinson email correspondence, July 2011). “The 
towns kept working on the roads and they gradually improved . . . . Not long after that virgin 
trip a truck arrived in Zoogocho which at that time was a regional market town . . . .The first 
truck brought a load of Pepsi Cola. The rest is history” (Julie Atkinson interview, July 23, 
2011).   
The car was a miracle, but soon the town had something even more amazing – an 
airstrip. Constructed through townspeople's  collective labor in order to have SIL 
missionaries transport themselves more easily to the remote mountain area, the SIL's network 
of bush airplanes and radio communication systems suddenly connected isolated areas like 
Yatzachi to urban centers.  An early female migrant from Yatzachi remembers leaving the 
town on foot, desperately poor and seeking work to support her family, and returning three 
years later, in 1963, in a missionary airplane.  She laughed as she recalled how she shocked 
her husband and family by being the “grand” woman who came in the airplane and the irony 
that because of her poverty, she was now an air traveler.  The airplane system largely served 
as a way to conduct emergency travel – especially in the case of illness. This medical airlift, 
in combination with their basic knowledge of first aid and the supply of antibiotics, meant 
that the missionaries were often sought out to provide medical treatment as well. Indeed, 
Roxanna was a trained nurse, and as Winn boasted, they “never lost a patient.”60 




The duo of the Erdmans and the Leals thus managed not only to continue with 
evangelization work but also to expand on the development work done by the Van Slykes 
and the socialist teachers.  As one missionary report on the Erdmans stated, “Mr. and Mrs. 
Erdman help the sick, demonstrate to their neighbors a better and more healthful way of life, 
introduce improved poultry stock and seeds, and are thus raising the economic as well as the 
spiritual level of live (sic) among the Zapotec Indian.”61  Roxana had a garden and tried to 
convince Yatzachitecos to grow nutrient rich vegetables, and Winn introduced a sturdier 
chicken breed.  Above all, as Winn put it, their job was to live among the people.  He wrote, 
“I learned to eat chile, beans and tortillas, to sleep on the floor like everybody else and how 
to drive a donkey.  We shared their joy at weddings and their sorrow at times of sickness or 
death.”62 
The prolonged presence of these missionaries had several impacts upon Yatzachi. 
One the one hand, it extended the educational and developmentalist processes begun by the 
Van Slykes and the teachers, but with a new twist. In some respects, development centered 
on improving conditions in the town, but it mostly revolved around the importance of 
opening up means of transportation and communication for missionaries.  Technology was 
used as a way to grab attention and to seek converts, and worked to make people aware of the 
wonders inaccessible to them in their rural outposts.  All these initiatives increased the 
engagement that Yatzachitecos had with the outside world precisely at a moment when 
Yatzachitecos were beginning to engage in a cash-nexus, consume industrial products, and 
migrate away from their town in search of employment opportunities (see following chapter). 






This second wave of missionaries also managed to leave an important legacy for 
Yatzachitecos: the written form of their language.  In an era where many young students 
were punished for speaking Zapoteco in the classroom (not all teachers later assigned to 
Yatzachi shared Fidencio's belief in indigenous language preservation), the emphasis the 
missionaries placed on the importance of Zapoteco balanced the pressure to eradicate it. 
While the SIL missionaries worked with a key group of converts, Catholic followers 
also began to re-emerge in this era as well as those decidedly affiliated with neither religion. 
Thus, Yatzachitecos once again were challenged to rethink and re-accommodate their sense 
of communal identity and their relationship with modernization. They did so by embracing 
many aspects of development (education, western medicine, and technological 
advancements) while simultaneously using other elements (language documentation, 
communal governance structures, communal labor) to assert their identity as Yatzachitecos.  
 




Name Years working in Yatzachi Affiliation 
Lawrence and Mabel Van 
Slyke 
1923 to 1929 Presbyterian 
Mary and Otis Leal 1937 to mid 1950s SIL 
Winn and Roxanna 
Erdman   
1945 to 1953 Presbyterian 
Inez Butler 
 
Early 1950s till 1971 SIL 
Martha Phillips Early 1950s, for two years SIL 
Ramona Millar Replacement for Martha. 





YATZACHI THE BEACON OF PROGRESS  
The combination of postrevolutionary Presbyterian missionaries, socialist educators, 
and bilingual “linguistic” missionaries thus created an environment in Yatzachi that made it 
stand out.  As Hartch (2006) noted (above), the ultimate ends of missionary work and 
teaching were different, but their paths were similar.  While other towns in the region still 
faltered in emphasizing education and maintained the Catholic Church as a key part of 
community life, Yatzachi took another path, one that largely dovetailed with the hoped-for 
creation of educated, bilingual, “modern” Mexicans.  Superstition, witchcraft, and the 
worship of natural deities declined both with the closing of the Catholic Church, the 
proselytizing of missionaries, and the school's advocacy of civic and patriotic celebrations. 
Alcohol consumption and the “waste” of Catholic fiestas were curtailed through the 
embracing of Protestant values and notions of civic responsibility.  And, perhaps most 
importantly, education came to be a main value for many Yatzachitecos.  
For all these reasons, the town gained fame as being the most advanced and 
progressive town in the region, as it produced numerous educated professionals, regional 
leaders, and engaged in agricultural innovation and development projects. Various 
Yatzachitecos describe with pride that their small town, despite its size, was known as being 
the leader of this region.  As one Yatzachiteco told me “we have always been superior, or 
how can I say it? There was a time when we were academically superior...back in the day 
Yatzachi was the leader to follow.”  To prove that this is indeed the case, many point to work 
by Julio de la Fuente (1977), a famous Mexican anthropologist.  In his book (originally 
published in 1949) on Yalalag, a large Zapoteco town across the river (and visible) from 
Yatzachi, de la Fuente refers to Yatzachi as the town that represents true progress in the 
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region.  He writes that although Yalaltecos have attempted to make their town the leader of 
the region, they have had little success, as “Yatzachi el Bajo is taken as the exemplar of 
general progress as manifested through its forms of modern education” (1977, 25).63  
De la Fuente, who conducted research in the region starting in the 1930s, worked to 
explore how modernization would affect indigenous campesinos in Mexico.  Part of a 
generation of Mexican anthropologists who advocated for “applied anthropology” in order to 
understand indigenous populations and their social and cultural practices as part of the 
ideology of indigenismo, de la Fuente was particularly interested in how indigenous peoples 
in the Sierra Norte could leave behind their “traditional” past and become new modern 
citizens of Mexico.64  The idea was that through increased understanding, social and 
economic development programs could be more effectively targeted at indigenous groups, 
“incorporating” them into a national mestizo society.  He traveled extensively around the 
region, befriending community leaders (in Yatzachi he befriended both Fidel and Fidencio) 
and various schoolteachers.  
De la Fuente articulated a particular view of progress that he found in the Sierra, and 
elaborated on how Yatzachi embodied that definition.  He wrote: “Progress, in its regional 
conceptualization, signifies the replacement of customs, beliefs, and indigenous languages 
(the 'rustic' and 'backward') with the practices of the ‘castellanos’ from the cities (the 'refined' 
and the 'modern')” (1977, 23). The people who followed this definition of progress were 
labeled the progresistas (the progressives).  De la Fuente praised how these people had a 
different perspective on life; how they viewed success and progress not as the accumulation 
                                                
63Again, my translation from Spanish.  
 
64 For discussions of the history of Mexican anthropology in relationship to indigenismo, see Salda–a-Portillo 
(2003) and Gonzalez (2004). 
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of goods (land or animals), but as the acquirement of knowledge – the cultivation of the 
mind.  In Yalalag, according to de la Fuente, most people were mere laboring campesinos – 
they ignored the importance of good dress, nutrition, or education and instead sacrificed 
everything and labored brutally to obtain property.  As he explained, a yope (derogatory term 
de la Fuente used to describe these laboring campesinos) can be wealthy materially, but he 
will still have a closed mind and live in primitive ignorance. The progresistas, on the other 
hand, have a different perspective of life, wealth, and accumulation:  
For them, accumulating wealth is more a consequence rather than the goal, and 
material wealth should be spent on dressing and eating well, while saving the 
necessary amount in order to support the development of a career for their children 
and avoiding as much as possible amassing large amounts of property that lead to 
family in-fighting.  To provide “education” for their children, help them to live a 
better life than the average or that of their parents, and help them find success with 
work that is not as rough – to have a profession like the “castellanos” of the city – that 
is the goal of some adults and young people. (1977, 188)  
 
Throughout his book he discusses the ways in which Yatzachi has progressed: it was 
irrigating land by the river (helped by a missionary); it had an advanced knowledge regarding 
honey cultivation and mezcal production; it had young people who were educated in 
industrial schools that were leading the way in modern weaving practices.  Likewise, people 
celebrated civic events and felt it their duty to engage with the larger concept and practice of 
the nation and replaced their pagan customs with civic and patriotic events.  In comparison, 
Yalalag was not as progressive as Yatzachi because it was “closed” by religious 
conservatism, traditionalism, its rusticity, and its lack of intellectual interest.  For de la 
Fuente, Yatzachi must have represented the ideal hopes of indigenista policy makers: it was a 
town dedicated to “improving” itself through the education of its people, it had taken power 
out of the hands of the Catholic Church and had created a sense of national and civic duty 
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among its members, and it was making “prodigal men” into “productive men” (Saldaña-
Portillo 2003, 209). 
Yatzachi thus became the regional leader to follow – it valued education as a key way 
to improve not only individual but also communal life.  However, the pursuit of education 
also had a downside: limited cash resources in the region made it difficult to send children 
off to better educational opportunities.  Seasonal and temporary migration often became a 
key solution to this problem, and, as many Yatzachitecos recall, the real genesis of Yatzachi's 
prolonged out-migration became the pursuit of resources for family member's education. 
Thus, although Yatzachi was the example to follow in terms of education and progress, it 
soon became a key player in another aspect of life within the region: it became one of the 
first communities to engage in prolonged international emigration.  
 
CONCLUSION  
This chapter demonstrates how Yatzachitecos were targeted in almost every way 
possible by institutions and programs designed to erase indigenous identity and create a new 
class of workers for Mexico's growing postrevolutionary economy.  This project worked in 
some ways, yet not in others.  Indeed, as shown in the next chapter, Yatzachitecos soon 
became wage laborers in urban centers.  However, instead of destroying communal life and 
indigenous collective identity, educational efforts and protestant missionaries managed to 
reshape them.  Key aspects of Yatzachi's communal system – communal land and labor – 
were never threatened directly by these issues.  For example, under the local socialist 
teacher's influence, communal labor came to gain new importance as a form of “socialist” 
production.  Likewise, indigenous language was also given new value by SIL missionaries 
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who documented it and emphasized its importance.  Although Catholic-based religious 
ceremonies were minimized, other forms of communal recreation and spaces for the 
reproduction of Yatzachiteco identity were created, even if they had a nationalist or 
protestant affiliation (today, the Catholic-based town fiesta has once again returned as a main 
site of communal life).  
The increase in out-migration discussed in the following chapter was in part because 
of economic necessity.  However, it was also largely because of Yatzachiteco's embrace of 
the notion of educational opportunity as an important value for the betterment of their youth. 
Education was whole-heartedly embraced as a way to become a better Yatzachiteco, and 
early migrant students, especially under the guidance of the missionaries, often returned to 
Yatzachi to work toward its social and economic development.  With time though, the 
processes of out-migration began to quicken at a rapid pace.  Yatzachitecos became the first 
link to international migration for members of other communities throughout the region. It 
was the first step for Yatzachi in moving from regional leader to what is now commonly seen 







CHAPTER 3:  
INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AND GENDERED NETWORKS 
 
 While the previous chapter showed the ways in which Yatzachitecos bgan to 
embrace some aspects of indigenismo and incorporated them into their communal life, this 
chapter focuses on how Yatzachitecos began to engage in labor migration.  Labor migration 
was the key means through which the postrevolutionary nation-state sought to transfer value 
out of indigenous communities.  It was a way to utilize Mexico's Òunderused resourceÓ of 
workers and harness them to economic modernization and development.  However, the story 
is never quite that simple.  Yatzachitecos and other indigenous peoples, while structurally 
positioned to become laborers, also made personal decisions to engage in labor migration that 
were conditioned by multiple subject positions including gender, ethnicity, age, and class.  In 
Yatzachi in particular, the decision to migrate was one based on notions of progress and 
development.  Likewise, it was also importantly formed through gender relationships.  
Indeed, I argue that understanding gendered migration from Yatzachi is crucial in exploring 
the pattern of migration that still to this day defines international migration from the Sierra 
Norte.   
 In this chapter I use interviews, census data, and secondary literature to explore how 
Yatzachitecos began to engage in prolonged emigration to both national and international 
destinations.  This migration was speared-headed in many ways by women, who left in the 
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1940s and 1950s to become domestic workers in Mexico City and by the early 1960s had 
moved to housework in the United States.  This ÒpioneerÓ international migration by women 
is the main reason why Yatzachi emptied out so quickly and so thoroughly, making it the 
ghost town it is today.  Women’s emigration encouraged settlement in the United States not 
only due to its longer-term nature, but also because it promoted the migration of men. 
Without women to stay behind in Yatzachi, men as well as entire families were more likely to 
migrate to the United States and to engage in year-round, rather than seasonal employment.  
Gradually, Yatzachitecos established a Òculture of migrationÓ (Cohen 2004), in which 
migration came to be a normal and expected part of everyday life.  Eventually, international 
migration, rather than education, seemed to be the most appropriate route for young people 
seeking to get ahead (Montes García 1992).  By the 1990s, Yatzachi went from being a 
beacon of progress in the region to a model of failure, as its dramatic population loss 
demonstrated the hazards of unchecked international migration on the continuity of 
communal systems (see chart 3.1) 





































ETHNICITY, GENDER, AND MIGRATION  
 The intersection of gender and ethnicity is important to explore in the study of how 
migration began, how it was sustained, and how it continues to affect Yatzachi today.   
Scholars have increasingly argued that migration is a process profoundly structured by 
gender relations (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2003; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Silvey and Lawson 
1999; Segura and Zavella 2007; Hirsch 2003; Mahler and Pessar 2003).  They agree that 
more than just exploring the way that women and men migrate differently, studies must 
examine how the gender is one of the key social structures through which the construction of 
transnational lives is contemplated and enacted across numerous scales: from macro political 
and economic structures to communal, household, and individual negotiations of gendered 
autonomy and desire (Smith 2006; Wright 2006; Hirsch 2003; Cravey 2005).  Likewise, 
scholars have come to see Mexican migration as a process that is also marked by questions of 
race and ethnicity (Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2006).65  They have sought to open up the study 
of migration as a multi-ethnic process (Varese and Esc‡rcega 2004; Kearney 1998).  A few 
authors (Velasco Ort’z 2002; Vel‡squez 2004; Stephen 2007) are productively theorizing both 
ethnic and gendered migration together.  
 In my attempt to complement this literature, I draw on a framework by Pessar and 
Mahler (2001; 2003) called “gendered geographies of power” to discuss the inter-sectionality 
                                                
65 Although indigenous migration from Mexico to the United States in an era of globalization has received 
much academic attention of late, the more historical antecedents of indigenous migration during various phases 
of postrevolutionary Mexican history is a topic less understood. While migrants have often hailed from 
indigenous communities, they have often not been identified as indigenous people as such (Velsaco 2006, 
Nolasco 1992). This is not an accidental oversight, but rather results from postrevolutionary attempts at nation-
state formation in which indigenous people were seen as a remnant of folklore or cultural history, not as active 
subjects in and of themselves.  As Kearney (2000) writes, indigenous people were to be channeled into the 
identity categories of peasant, proletariat, or urban dweller--essentially erasing their indigenous identities. 
Social sciences also had a difficult time grappling with indigenous identity categories, as noted by its absence in 
famous discussions of the Mexican Agrarian Question. A key early work that sought to deal with issues of 
ethnicity and migration is Arizpe (1975). 
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of gender, race, and class positions in the study of migration.  This concept includes taking 
into account three main axes of analysis: geographic scale (the idea that gender, race, and 
class operate simultaneously on different scales); social l ation (the position of a person 
within a gendered power hierarchy); and power geometry (the idea that people have different 
types of agency depending upon their social location). 66  In this chapter, I rely upon this 
framework to explore how migration is informed by macro-structural approaches in which 
indigenous men and women have become the laboring underclass of contemporary Mexico 
and the United States;67 at the same time, it is also conditioned via micro-level negotiations 
and the formation of individual dreams, desires, and connections.  Neither scale is separate 
from the other, but they work together through gendered, classed, and ethnic positionings to 
structure the possibilities and constraints of individual relationships with migration (Arizpe 
1981; Arizpe and Aranda 1981).  Thus, in Yatzachi the migration of laborers goes beyond a 
simple model of push-pull factors that worked to exploit indigenous men and women in 
growing national and international political economies.  In conjunction with the previous 
chapter, I demonstrate how it was also conditioned by a desire for progress, one shaped 
through the legacy of protestant missionaries and postrevolutionary socialist schoolteachers 
that valued the pursuit of educational opportunities.   
Gendered Migration Patterns in Oaxaca.  
 One of the main ways in which gender has structured Yatzachiteco and Mexican 
migration more broadly is via social networks (Boyd 1989; Curran and Rivero-Fuentes 
2003).  Social networks, especially those formed through ties of friendship or kinship, have 
                                                
66 Concept taken from Doreen Massey (1993). 
 
67 Kearney (1999) and Besserer and Kearney (2006) refer to the U.S./Mexico border as more than just a 
geopolitical line.  It is also a boundary that both classifies and filters human value.  See Arnold and Pickles 
(2011) for work in a different context on borders and the creation of surplus labor.   
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influentially structured migration to the United States as friends and family have helped each 
other not only to travel to the United States, but also to settle: find lodging, work, and 
orientation to U.S. society and legal structures (D. S. Massey and España 1987).  Scholars 
have increasingly shown how these networks are formed and maintained and have argued 
that they are importantly influenced by gender (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2003; Hagan 1998; 
Cerrutti and Massey 2001; Kanaiaupuni 2000).  Historically there have been two main 
patterns of gendered Mexican-U.S. migration.  One, which is far more common, is that men 
have gone first and women later follow.  The other, less common historically, but becoming 
more and more common today, is that women strike out on their own.68   
The establishment of male migrant networks has been by far the most common form 
of networked migration.  Largely due to the Bracero Program, which brought Mexican men 
to agricultural fields in the United States during and after World War II, a common pattern of 
migration began (often called "family stage migration") in which Mexican men often went 
first to the United States, rarely consulting their wives (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994).  Wives 
were often left behind to care for fields and families, serving as placeholder on a home front 
where men supposedly longed to return (Kanaiaupuni 2000).  For many women, both the 
hardships and the autonomy gained from years of being left as de facto head of household 
eventually motivated them to pressure th ir husbands to enable them migrate.  As more 
women arrived in the United States, more women in Mexico were able to subvert their 
position as stay-behind wives with threats of migrating via their own networks.  Thus, over 
time these female migrant networks grew out of more established male networks 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Cerrutti and Massey 2001).   
The establishment of women-only networks not dependent upon male networks has 
                                                
68 See Segura and Zavella (2007) for data on the increasing involvement of women in migration patterns. 
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been less documented and was also less common.  Kossoudji and Ranney (1984) pointed to 
the rise of single-women networks from non-traditional sending areas in Mexico (meaning 
they were less likely to have strongly established male migrant networks) in the 1970s.  
Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994) also found networks of predominately single women who had 
come to the United States on their own toward the end of the same decade.  In particular, 
female led-migration seems to have different consequences than male-led. Researching a 
group of women from El Salvador brought by foreign service workers to Washington, D.C. in 
the 1960s, Repak (1994) argues that women as pioneer migrants and their subsequent 
migrant networks are different in several ways.  First, women were more likely to help family 
members, and especially female family members, migrate, and migrate quickly.  Second, 
women's networks promoted long-term settlement.  As women brought over family members 
and then established their own families in the United States, settlement became a preferred 
option over temporary migration. 
 By taking a look at the difference between gendered migration and the importance of 
gendered social networks, we can begin to add to a puzzle in current Oaxacan scholarship n 
migration.  Scholars have noted that different migration patterns exist in different regions of 
the state.  Three main geographic regions are known for having a long history of international 
migration: the Sierra Norte, the Mixteca, and the Central Valleys.  While indigenous men 
participated in the Bracero Program in all three regions, different historical patterns of 
migration have since emerged (Ramos Pioquinto 2011; Ramos Pioquinto 1992).  These are 
largely summarized as the following: migrants from the Mixteca and the Central Valleys 
work in agricultural fields in Northern Mexico and the United States.  This is a more seasonal 
migration, in which migrants later return to their hometowns in cycles.  In contrast, Zapotecs 
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from the Sierra Norte have engaged in rural to urban migration, settling more permanently in 
Mexican Cities as well as Los Angeles and largely abandoning migrant fieldwork.69  Since all 
three of these regions are rural areas dependent upon subsistence agriculture, it has been 
rather uncertain as to why the Zapotecs of the Sierra Norte have ended up in urban areas 
rather than rural destinations (see the following for potential explanations: López and 
Runsten 2004; Caballero and Ríos Morales 2004).   
I argue that this pattern has to do in part with the historical legacies of gender and 
ethnicity in the region.  While women are increasingly participating in migration processes, 
historically women have stayed behind in regions marked by male seasonal migration (the 
Mixteca and Central Valleys) (Cohen, Rodriguez, and Fox 2008).  In the Sierra Norte, 
however, communities are more likely to be characterized by the permanent migration of 
entire families. This is because women in the Sierra Norte have created their own female- d  
– and non-male dependent – migration networks.  These networks are based on female-
oriented work as domestic laborers – work that is more urban and permanent in nature 
(Repak 1994).  In large part, this migration in the micro-region of Zoogocho in the Sierra 
Norte can be attributed to the early international migration of women from Yatzachi.  Women 
from Yatzachi became housekeepers in growing urban centers, and by the end of the 1950s 
they started working as housekeepers in Los Angeles.  They thus established their own 
gendered networks, hastening the arriv l of men, children, and entire families.  Although the 
men that followed  – as well as some women  – first started to work in agriculture, the more 
permanent, urban-based work of Yatzachi's women allowed men to find better-paid urban 
employment.  Since Yatzachi was arguably the first town via which the district of Villa Alta 
                                                
69 These distinctions are general. More and more people from the Central Valleys are starting to engage in more 
urban-oriented migration, as are some people from the Mixteca region (Velasco Ortiz 2007). 
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experienced this type of female-oriented migration, it started a trend that soon spread to other 
towns through gendered networks, setting the stage for the Sierra Norte's rural to urban and 
more permanently based migration pattern.  In what follows below, I trace the story of 
Yatzachi's gendered networks, exploring the ways in which the networks were formed and 
what effect they had upon gender roles, migration, and settlement patterns.   
  
MIGRATION FROM YATZACHI: THE FIRST STEPS (1930-1960) 
 Migration from Yatzachi largely began in the postrevolutionary period.  Although 
temporary labor migration undoubtedly occurred pre-revolution, it was limited in scope and 
nature.  Life was mostly sustained through a system of intra-regional trade and market 
systems that encouraged exchange between three main ecological zones in the Villa Alta 
district: temperate midlands (where corn production dominates), cold highlands (where pine 
forests and certain types of fruit can be cultivated), and hot lowlands (where semi-tropical 
fruit and sugar cane production occur) (Berg 1976).  By the time of the Mexican Revolution 
in 1910, the region had a well-developed system of markets with a rising merchant class that 
was increasingly bringing in not only staple, but also manufactured goods from other regions 
in Oaxaca and Veracruz. 
 Although the postrevolutionary Mexican state targeted indigenous peoples via 
religious and education programs, it largely shut them out of the economic prosperity of the 
mid-twentieth centuryÕs great “Mexican miracle” (1940-1965) – or a period of sustained 
economic growth and the creation of a Mexican middle class.  In this era of rapid 
industrialization and the growth of urban centers, Mexicans flocked toward cities, especially 
the capital, to engage in industrial labor (Nolasco 1992).  At the margins, but still participants 
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in this project, indigenous peoples became a cheap labor reserve for growing urban centers, 
and for the newly established agro-industrial area that supported urban industrial 
production.70  At the same time that national-led growth was occurring, Mexicans also began 
to engage in international migration in new ways.  Mexican males were targeted as seasonal 
agricultural laborers in the Bracero Program, designed to bring agricultural workers to U.S. 
fields during WWII.  For many Mexicans, and especially for indigenous groups of Southern 
Mexico, this marked their first experience with international labor migration.   
 The Zapotecs of Villa Alta, left far behind from any industrialization or agricultural 
development plans, became involved in the ÒmiracleÓ primarily through consumption and 
labor migration.  By the 1930s, coffee production in the region picked up as new wholesalers 
arrived who paid cash for the crop, monetizing the economy in a new way.  As Young (1978) 
reports, between 1938 and 1954 the world market price of coffee rose twenty- o-fold.  As 
more people began to produce coffee and be paid in cash, they also began to demand more 
industrial goods, especially kerosene lamps, soap, cloth, and hand-grinders (K. Young 1978; 
Berg 1976).  Through coffee production and the cash nexus, more credit systems began to 
emerge as well as wage-labor (as opposed to more common labor exchanges).  Land in both 
the humid and drier areas became more valuable, and land consolidation began to occur in 
the plots of land considered to be given individual usufruct rights (Young 1980).  Young 
                                                
70 The policy of Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI), begun under the administration of President Alem‡n 
in 1948, focused on the industrialization of key cities (mainly the capital) in order to produce items that had 
previously been imported (Arizpe 1981).  In order to pay for the importation of capital goods needed to 
establish the factories that geared ISI, the government invested heavily in export-oriented agriculture.  Although 
land reform in the 1930s had redistributed agricultural lands to small-holders, from the 1940s to 1960s, the 
federal aid given to a decreasing segm nt of more technically advanced industrial farmers, as well as a 
government price cap on corn begun in 1957, gradually scratched away the profitability of corn production for 
small-scale farmers.  Many began to leave their land in search of seasonal work, using migration as a strategy to 
still maintain a rural livelihood.  Meanwhile, industrial agriculture in the northwest of the country continued to 
grow in importance.  Indigenous migrants, especially those from the Mixteca region of Oaxaca, began to engage 
in seasonal agricultural migration to these expanding fields.  Recruited by labor contractors, Mixtecs were seen 
as low-skilled labor force easy to dominate due to their low levels of education (Besserer 1999; Cornelius et al. 
2009; Velasco Ortiz 2007). 
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(1980) notes that throughout the region, but to a different extent in each town, different 
classes began to emerge.  One was a small commercial class that either produced for market 
or engaged in transport businesses.  A second, larger class was a subsistence class that 
engaged in occasional market production, and the third smaller group was a rural proletariat. 
 Although cash was needed now for many things, and was sought by all three classes, 
it was difficult to obtain. The quickest way to get cash was to sell one's labor power, but the 
market for wage-labor (the commercial class hired day laborers), while growing in the Sierra, 
was still not sufficient.  Temporary and seasonal migration came to be a solution.  For those 
of the commercial class and for those of the larger ÒmiddleÓ class who were successful at 
small-scale commodity production, education of children also came to be an important factor 
and reason for out-migration. In Yatzachi, three different migration patterns emerged: the 
migration of young men and women to urban centers, temporary international migration by 
men via the Bracero Program, and the exodus of young children for educational purposes.  
 In the 1958 municipal census of Yatzachi, 153 people are counted as being absent 
from the town. The majority of those absent are found living in Mexico City, followed by 
Oaxaca City, as well as in two towns that have educational centers; Guelatao with an 
indigenous boarding school (8 boys) and Tamazulapan with a teacher training school (5 
girls), both located in the state of Oaxaca.  The other twenty-five people mentioned in the list 
are either non school-aged children (6 in all) or are living dispersed in different locations in 
Mexico; two young men were working as bird breeders in Cuernavaca, a handful are teachers 















WOMEN Housewife 10 3    
 Teacher 1 3    
 Maid 29     
 Student 6 3 5   
 Nurse 1     
 TOTAL 47 9 5 0 61 
MEN Soldier 10 4    
 Worker 11 2    
 Employee 12 1    
 Student 6 9  8  
 Teacher 2 2    
 TOTAL 41 18 0 8 67 
TOTAL  88 27 5 8 128 
Chart 3.2:  Gender breakdown of identified Yatzachiteco migrants in 1958 (divided into 
destination location and labor status).71  
 
Chart 3.2 demonstrates the gender break down between key destinations and 
occupations.  Among women, the most common profile was that of a single female working 
in Mexico City as a maid.  Overall thirty females, between the ages of 16 and 43, are maids. 
Only three are listed as married, and all but one live in Mexico City (the other is in Mexicali). 
Among men, the three main categories are soldiers, workers, and employees.  "Workers" 
most likely refers to industrial workers, and "employees" pertaining to the service sector.  
Among these three categories, the men are evenly split (15, 13, and 13 respectively), with 
more residing in Mexico City than in Oaxaca.  Like the women, the majority (35 out of 40) is 
single.  Among the soldiers and the workers, ages range from 16 to 43.  Those men 
categorized as employees are most likely to be in their twenties.  Overall, forty-three young 
people are categorized as studying.  While it is difficult to perceive whether or not the 
children studying in Mexico City and Oaxaca City simply went to live with their families or 
                                                
71 Source: 1958 Municipal Census: “Relación de los habitantes austentes de Yatzachi El Bajo, Villa Alta, 
Oaxaca, Oaxa. Correspondiente al año de 1958” 
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were specifically sent away from their families to study in urban centers, the eight boys and 
five girls studying in the boarding schools of Guelatao and Tamazulapan are indeed an 
indicator of migration for educational purposes.  Surprisingly, only one person, a bracero 
living in Texas, is identified as living in the United States, indicating that Yatzachitecos 
largely participated in the Bracero Program during its early years and less so in the program's 
later years.  In what follows, I explore the three main patterns of out-migration during this 
time period.   
  
1.) Indigenous Men in the Bracero Program  
 The Bracero Program (1942-1964) was a bilateral agreement between Mexico and the 
United States to bring Mexican male laborers into agricultural fields during World War II.  
Although it was originally designed to provide workers during a labor crisis, it later became a 
way to control seasonal agricultural labor for the growing agro-industry in the United States 
(Cohen 2011).  Mestizo Mexicans dominated the program, but several indigenous groups 
participated as well, most notably the Zapotecs, Mixtecs, and the P'urepuchas (Varese and 
Escárcega 2004).  Although indigenous peoples had previously migrated throughout Mexico 
to work in agricultural fields, the Bracero Program proved for many to be their first 
experience with international migration.  While some braceros settled in the United States, 
many indigenous braceros did not (Cohen 2004).  However, their migration had a dramatic 
impact upon their communities of origin by creating a cash influx that changed local 
consumption patterns and established the idea that international migration was an alternative 
way to “get ahead” (Nader 1990).   
Men from numerous pueblos in the micro-region of Zoogocho, where Yatzachi is 
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located, participated in the program, led first by men from Yatzachi.72  Around 1943, the 
region experienced a strong drought.  Unable to produce staple agricultural products, 
especially corn, many people began to look for other forms of supplementing their 
agricultural activities.  Several considered temporarily moving to nearby regions to plant 
corn for a period of time, while others actually did so.  One man who was studying in Mexico 
City brought news of the Bracero Program to Yatzachi.  As a former female migrant, Ofelia73, 
daughter of Fidel López recounted:  
We were in a family meeting with all my brothers, and my dad was saying to them, 
“do you all agree that we should go to the Mixe region? Because there they are able 
to grow corn two times a year. And you,Ó he told me, Òyou can come with us. We'll 
leave your mother here with your little brother.Ó We began to plan our move, when all 
of the sudden a letter came from my uncle who was in Mexico City that said ÒLook 
Fidel, they are hiring braceros to go to El Norte, do you want to join? Get your birth 
certificate and some other papers and come to Mexico (DF), they are hiring right 
now.Ó His advice did not fall on deaf ears!  
 
OfeliaÕs uncle had already done a six-month stint in the United States and assured the 
Yatzachiteco men that the program was legitimate.  Around fifteen men went in 1944, and 
soon after, others followed.  All in all, it is estimated that around eighty Yatzachiteco men 
spent some time as a bracero, picking sugar beats, oranges, cabbage, lettuce, tomatoes, and 
cotton in fields all over the country: California, Colorado, Texas, Wyoming, Missouri, 
Minnesota.  
 OfeliaÕs uncle continued to be a key player in the men's exodus.  As a well-educated 
young man who had completed college courses in law, he went to the Department of Labor 
and solicited a special recommendation for Yatzachitecos. He expounded on the situation in 
                                                
72 Men from Yatzachi el Bajo, and soon Yatzachi el Alto and Zoogocho seemed to be the first to go.  A few years 
later, in 1946, around 30 men from Talea de Castro, a more distant village, began to participate in the program 
(Nader 1990).  Surprisingly, in Yalalag, the large market town directly across the mountain (and visible from 
Yatzachi), only a few men went as braceros in the 1960s (Aquino Moreschi 2010b). 
  
73 In this chapter I use people’s real first names unless otherwise noted in a footnote. This is in part to honor 
their stories, as many of them have since passed away.   
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Yatzachi, thus receiving an official document to give to the contractors that explained all this, 
and helping Yatzachiteco men become hired.  Bracero work was difficult and temporary, and 
no one can recall a bracero that did not return to Yatzachi, or to Mexico, once his contract 
expired.  As one man told me: “Almost the entire town left. When they saw that you come 
back with money, they were encouraged. They went to try it out.”  
 The braceros brought back much sought after cash.  Many of them invested their 
earnings in buying more plots of land, or in building a more modern concrete home instead 
of the typical adobe house.  Others saved up for life events, namely marriage.  It seems that 
migration through the Bracero Program was seen as a temporary way to acquire money and 
goods in order to invest in better production or commerce opportunities within Yatzachi.74  It 
helped fulfill immediate cash needs, all the while normalizing the idea of traveling to a 
foreign land for temporary labor migration.  It also served as one of the key ways in which 
indigenous peoples began to engage with international migration.  Indeed, areas that 
participated in the program have the longest history of international migration, whereas most 
other indigenous groups only began to migrate during the neoliberal area.  
 
 2.) Urban Migration: Indigenous Women as Domestic Workers in Mexico City  
 Female urban migration gained prominence during the “Mexican Miracle.”  While 
women had cleaned households in Mexico City for decades (Blum 2004), growing urban 
centers as well as the growing middle class created a new demand for unskilled women's 
labor (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Cranford 2006).  Young women, many of them from 
indigenous communities, often served as domestic live-ins.  Increased access to markets and 
                                                




the influx of cheap consumer goods during this period led to the undermining of homemade 
and local craft industries, often the realm of women's work, and created a demand for cash 
unable to be met in rural areas (Arizpe 1985; Young 1980).  Female migration often outpaced 
male migration to urban areas, in part because household work was easier for women to find 
while industrial jobs were more difficult to secure for many of the poorly educated 
indigenous men.  Men often engaged in construction work or the informal economy, finding 
it difficult to gain long-term stable employment (Hirabayashi 1993). Indigenous women also 
began to engage in informal street vending in Mexico City in the mid-1960s.  As detailed by 
Arizpe (1975), these Otomí, Nahua, and Mazahua women, who came to be called “las 
Marías,” shocked urban dwellers by wearing their native dresses and speaking to each other 
in their native languages.  Their vending in highly public areas made very visible the often 
conveniently forgotten existence of indigenous peoples, and their poverty provoked a slew of 
government programs and interventions.75  During this time period, the rise of urban barrios 
on the city's perimetr came to be filled with different ethnic groups, often living in extreme 
poverty. One of the most famous neighborhoods, Nezzahuacoatyl, is where many indigenous 
Oaxacans settled.   
 In the Zapotec areas of the Sierra Norte it was common to send women, especially 
young single females, to work in Oaxaca City and Mexico City (Klaver 1997).  As Young 
(1980) argues, women came to be a “surplus” population in the region.  They did not 
contribute to the same extent to the hard labor of subsistence work (the work labeled as 
ÒimportantÓ) as their male counterparts did, nor did they carry out the ÒpublicÓ and visible 
work of town service and communal labor (cargo and tequio).   Likewise, much of the work 
                                                
75 “Las Marías” became an icon of popular culture via a comedy show called “la India María”, in which a 
mestizo actress played the role of a Marí  but was trained by a Mazhua woman on how to dress, talk, etc.  
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that they previously did engage in (handicrafts, weaving of blankets) was no longer valued 
given the influx of cheaper industrial goods.  With the arrival of the corn-mill, the hours of 
work required to grind corn for tortilla production also declined dramatically.  This led to the 
conceptualization that young women really “did nothing” (Young 1980, 77).   Given this 
social location in a gendered geography of power, they began to leave their communities as 
early as age ten to engage in domestic work.  Many girls saw their migration as a way to 
“help out” their family or “lighten the burden of so many mouths to feed” and the idea was 
that they would send money regularly to their families, or at least help out in case of 
emergencies (ibid.).  Young men were less likely to go, as they were still needed for 
agricultural production and it was more difficult to find urban work for an uneducated male 
than for an uneducated female. 
 Emilia and Lourdes' stories represent this idea.  Now a retired, bustling woman with 
an immaculate and well-furnished home in Yatzachi, Emilia, the second oldest and only girl 
out of five children, left her impoverished family in 1953 at the age of thirteen.  Her mother, 
a single-mother, did not want her to leave, and indeed tried to arrange a marriage between 
Emilia and a much older man.  However, Emilia rejected that plan and went to Oaxaca City, 
where she worked as a domestic helper.  After two years, her mother feigned an illness so 
that Emilia would return to Yatzachi.  She did so, but after a few months left again, this time 
for Mexico City, where her older brother had recently moved to join the army and live with 
his young wife.  She insisted that it was her responsibility to help out her mother financially 
and worked in Mexico City from 1956 to 1964.  She saved her money and regularly sent it to 
her mother, who saved it and bought a piece of land in the town as well as used it for her 
sickly younger brother's medical bills.    
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Almost the same age as Emilia, Lourdes left her home at the age of twelve and went 
directly to Mexico City.  The second youngest of four children (three girls and one boy), her 
goal was to save money for her family's expenses. Helped by older female friends to find 
work, by the age of fourteen she was working in the home of the former Mexican President, 
Lázaro Cardenas.  She was the fresh tortilla maker, and would wake up early every day to 
make the General's tortillas by hand.  To her surprise, on one of her visits home, she found 
that mother had taken the money she had saved and sent and used it to buy the neighboring 
plot of land so that they could build a larger home.  Both women point to their current homes 
in Yatzachi as the sign of the sacrifice and hard work both they and their mothers endured.  
Emilia often points to the place where their shack once sat, and describes to me how the rain 
would come in near the fire hole in the roof, how they all suffered from the cold and from 
hunger.  Now she has replaced it with a concrete structure that serves as an outdoor kitchen, 
and remembers it with sadness and affection as she thinks of the way her mother struggled to 
raise them. Lourdes, with her large, well-positioned plot of land next to the town center, 
motions to her two story concrete house as the result of joint efforts of her family member's 
hard work.   
 Not only single women who represented a “surplus” labor force left Yatazachi for 
urban centers, but some married women went too.  However, in comparison to the younger 
women, those with children often had a much more specific goal: getting money to put their 
children through school.  Ofelia's story represents this: Ofelia was a married woman with 
four children (the youngest was only four years old) when she left Yatzachi in1960. Her 
husband had been injured in a car accident, and between his ill health and his community 
cargos, he had difficulty providing enough food for his family, let alone extra income.  Ofelia 
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would work in her own small fields, as a hired hand for her neighbors and friends, and sew 
clothes for extra cash.  Even with all that effort, she could not make ends meet, and she 
certainly did not have enough to send her growing children to continue their studies outside 
of Yatzachi, something she held to be of utmost importance.  She decided to look for work in 
Mexico City, leaving town with a young Yatzachiteca who had experience working in the 
city.  She explained her sojourn to Mexico City as one motivated by the pursuit of education 
for her children:  
My mother told me not to go. She told me to pawn the plot of land I had. But I told 
her no. Because I can't continue to pawn off my land or else I won't have any left. My 
father said, Òdo you want to go because you want nice clothes? I can buy you clothes 
if you want them.”  I said “No, my idea is to leave to see if I am able to achieve 
something for my daughters, so that they don't end up like me,” I told my parents. 
And thanks be to God, I did it. They all got ahead. They all learned something and 
went to school and have professions. I told them [my daughters], “the day that a 
drunkard tricks you and then tries to beat you, you will be able to tell him to get out, 
because you will be able to provide for your children on your own.  There are plenty 
of men, so get married after you finish a career. I won't hold you back.Ó   
 
Subjected to an arranged marriage at an early age and not allowed to continue her studies like 
other young girls she knew, Ofelia's desire to provide her daughters with opportunities she 
did not have were both motivated by the importance she placed on education and the 
difference education could make in terms of her daughters' abilities to overcome patriarchal 
constraints. 
 Working in Mexico City was a challenge for many of these women. Not only did they 
need to find employment, they also had to become accustomed to city life and city work.  
They were blatantly discriminated against on the street and in their workplaces.  As Ofelia 
recounts:  
I just barely found work in Mexico because I didn't know how to do anything–I 
couldn't iron. I could wash clothes, but I didn't know how to iron. I didn't know what 
that thing they put on the table–an ashtray–was.  They told me it was an ashtray and 
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the boss woman scolded me for being burra [stupid/ignorant].  Later, as I was 
collecting the dishes, she said, ÒOfelia, do you know why I called you burra?” “No 
ma'm,” I responded.  “I called you burra because you don't make the sign of the cross 
in front of my religious images.Ó ÒAy se–ora,Ó I told her, ÒI think that the burros are 
those people who cross themselves in front of a silly painting.Ó  
 
Ofelia then went in the kitchen and left the startled señora behind.  The cook told her that the 
señora was very Catholic. Ofelia, with her protestant Yatzachi background, was an anomaly 
for the household. 
After that, I decided that I didn't want to stay in that house. Because the insult hurt me 
so much. It would have been better to be hit. A week later the man of the house 
offended me yet again. I had come to the house wearing huaraches [handmade leather 
sandals worn by campesinos and indigenous people] because I had no real shoes and 
no money to buy real shoes.  I had told them that I came from a small country town.  
But one day at the table, the man said to me, ÒWell Ofelia, I see that you don't want to 
leave behind the huaraches of the benemérito [Benito Juárez, the Zapoteco who 
became president of Mexico].” “No,” I responded. “It's up to you if you want me to 
keep serving you, if not, I can go.Ó He didn't say anything and I quit working there. 
 
 The men who moved to urban centers faced different employment opportunities.  As 
one man from a neighboring town to Yatzachi told me, ÒI got the idea to join the army 
because back then it was difficult to find a job in Mexico City. Very difficult, because 
education is very important there. And since no one was able to help me continue my studies, 
I ended up in the army.Ó  Basilio and others learned important skills in the army, such as 
haircutting and typewriting. Basilio, for example, was able to take advantage of one of these 
acquired skills opening his own barbershop near downtown Los Angeles.  Others tried their 
luck in industrial jobs, and while others were able to find work as store clerks.  Melitón, born 
in 1935, was twenty-three when he was listed as n employee in the 1958 list (mentioned 
above).  He had some secondary education and worked as a fumigator in Mexico City; he 
also joined a worker's union. On the weekends he worked in public bath houses, cleaning out 
the bath stalls and shining men's shoes while they bathed with their families.  It was there 
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that he came to understand what poverty was, as he struggled to make an urban shack, feed 
his family, and send his children to school.  
 
 3.) Migration for Educational Purposes 
 The migration of youth to indigenous boarding schools and urban centers for 
educational purposes is a less recognized, but an equally important part of the history of 
indigenous migration within Mexico.  After the departure of the Van Slykes, educational 
opportunities throughout the 1930s and 1940s largely depended on the networks 
Yatzachitecos had created for themselves.  In 1937, President C‡rdenas established an 
indigenous boarding school in Guelatao, a small town on the crest of the Sierra Norte that 
several youth then attended.  Among them was a group of girls who later came to be some of 
the first female school teachers in the area.  One was the first female from the area to attend 
one of the ÒnormalÓ schools that were created to train Mexico's new teachers, a very 
prestigious opportunity.  The other women finished primary school and began to work as 
local teachers throughout the region. Other students, both girls and boys, left to study in 
various boarding schools established for indigenous children throughout the country (Young 
1980).  Overall, the legacy of progress and education in Yatzachi (see Chapter 2) meant that 
even less well-off families sought ways to send their children to school. Sending children to 
free boarding school, while it required the purchasing of books, clothes, etc., lessened the 
subsistence burden and also allowed families to migrate more easily.   
 
WOMEN’S NETWORKS AND THE MOVE TO ÒEL NORTEÓ (1960-1970) 
 The migration patterns of Yatzachitecos changed dramatically in the late 1950s.  Two 
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women from Yatzachi managed to move to the United States.  One (Leovegilda Guzmán) 
went to Texas and the other (Micaela López) went to Los Angeles.  Both made connections 
with their U.S. employers while they were working as housekeepers in Mexico City, who 
subsequently invited them to work with them in the United States.  Right away, Leovegilda 
began to recruit others from Yatzachi to join her.  Her boss was a good friend of a sheep 
rancher who needed extra ranch hands.  She brought her sisters, even her little twelve-year-
old sister, whom she enrolled in school, and also helped several men procure papers to work 
as ranch hands (one of the men who went with her estimates that nine people came to Texas 
because of her).  A staunch Catholic, part of her recruitment of other Yatzachitecos was a 
promise that they would donate some of their earnings to fix the deteriorating roof of 
YatzachiÕs Catholic. However, work on the ranch was demanding and exploitative, with long 
hours and few days off.  Racism against Mexicans in pre-civil rights era Texas also made life 
there difficult.  By the mid 1960s, most had left Texas and the ranch, some returning to 
Yatzachi and others moving to Los Angeles, where pay was better and where thanks to a 
different young Yatzachiteca, Micaela López another group of Yatzachitecos had begun to 
congregate.  This woman’s employer, a wealthy women living near Los Angeles, assisted her 
in finding willing employers for many of her paisanas (fellow countrymen).  As long as there 
was a willing employer, legal documents were easy to procure, sometimes only taking a few 
weeks to be processed.  The working papers had an agreement whereby the immigrant must 
work for one year with the sponsoring employer. 
 By 1964, the Yatzachi census once again counted those Yatzachitecos living outside 
the town.  The number of people living in Mexico City dropped from ninety-two in 1958 to 
sixty-two (see chart 3.3).  Only sixteen of them were women, compared to the twenty-ni e 
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women that had served as housekeepers in Mexico City only six years earlier.  The number of 
people living in the United States, however, rose from one in 1958 to thirty-three in 1964.  
Nineteen of these thirty-three were women, six of whom had previously been working as 
maids in Mexico City during the 1958 census.  Exact data is unavailable, but it seems that 
most of these women were single.  Ofelia was the first married woman to go to the United 
States.  
 1958 1964 
Mexico City 92 (49 females; 43 males) 62 (16 females; 46 males) 
United States  1 male 33 (19 females; 11 males) 
Chart 3.3 Change in the location of Yatzachitecos from 1958 to 1964 
 As soon as women were aware of the large sums of money they could make working 
as housekeepers in California, they often left Mexico City to go to the United States, or 
avoided employment in Mexico City altogether, leaving Yatzachi and heading directly to Los 
Angeles.  Lola76, for example, moved to the border city of Tijuana after working for near 
Mexico City for several years, where she had made 100 pesos a month. She recounts: 
My [female] cousin said to me, Òhey, why don't we go to Tijuana because I hear that 
you can earn more money there.Ó I said ÒReally?Ó ÒYes,Ó she said, Òlet's go!Ó So I 
went with her. I left my job [in Mexico City] and in Tijuana I was making 500 pesos a 
month! I worked in a house there too, but mostly in the kitchen. The señora there 
taught me how to make cakes–I till have the recipe book I made while I was there! 
However, once my [male] cousin found out I was there [in Tijuana], he called me on 
the phone and he said “why don't you come to Los Angeles? You'll make even more 
here.” I said, “if you can help me out, I'll go.Ó  So I got the Òlocal passportÓ [a border 
crossing card] that was good for 72 hours so that I could go to Los Angeles.  They 
[the cousins] came to Tijuana for my things and my clothing.  But I crossed the 
border alone. I bought a round-trip ticket, from Tijuana to Los Angeles, and the 
border guards didn't say anything to me.  My cousins were waiting for me in Los 
Angeles. They told me not to talk to the neighbors, who were also Mexican, because 
                                                
76 Name changed for privacy purposes. 
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they could report me and then who knows where they would deport me to in Mexico. 
 
Despite not having work papers, Lola found work in a home in Los Angeles, where she 
would help out in the kitchen and also care for a young blind girl.  She was excited by the 
higher income she earned: “In L.A. I made 150 dollars a month! Back then it was 12 pesos to 
the dollar, like it is now.  I earned that money and sent it back to my mother, may she rest in 
peace.  I was obligated to leave because we were so poor. We had nothing.Ó    
 The fact that women migrants were not only more numerous in the United States, but 
also that they had key relationships with employers who could provide legal documents, 
meant that they initially controlled much migration from Yatzachi.   This had three main 
outcomes: 1.) It challenged gender roles for both men and women 2.) It hastened men's 
migration to the United States 3.) It resulted in prolonged settlement in Los Angeles and the 
rapid emptying-out of Yatzachi.  
 
 1.) Challenging Gender Roles 
 The idea that women's migration challenges patriarchal social structures has been a 
long-held assumption in gender and migration studies (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994).  However, 
recent work has challenged this assumption, exploring how migration does indeed change 
gender ideologies, but not necessarily in emancipatory ways (Smith 2006).  In Yatzachi, the 
acceptance of the migration of young women to urban areas was most likely helped by the 
fact that young women already had a history of leaving the town to study and work as female 
teachers.  However, even though the migration of single women was common and largely 
accepted, it was still was still looked down upon in the eyes of many in the town.  Young 
female migrants were seen as loose women – their sexuality not controllable by patriarchal 
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figures.   Although women who left the town began to engage in wage labor and had 
experiences different from the generations of women before them who rarely left the region, 
they were still subject to the standards of ÒproperÓ femininity held by Yatzachitecos in 
general.  Lola, who left Los Angeles to return to Yatzachi and care for her ailing mother, 
recalls how when her current husband asked for her hand in marriage, her mother made it 
very clear that Lola’s past experiences as a single maid in Mexico City and California should 
be accepted by her suitor.  “When I was twenty-four my husband came to ask for my hand in 
marriage. He spoke with my mom and all that. And she said no. Because, she told him, 'what 
if tomorrow or the next day you reproach my daughter because she went and lived in the 
U.S.? And you'll say horrible things to her or maybe even hit her. And I don't want that for 
her,' she said. 'No,' he said to her. 'I won't do that. I'm not going to do that to her. Please.' And 
that was that. Thanks be to God to this very day he has never behaved badly with me.”  
 While the migration of single men and women to the United States has been found to 
allow for re-articulations of gender roles and notions of Òcompanionate marriageÓ based on 
shared intimacy rather than notions of patriarchal control (Hirsch 2003), the fact that many 
married women went first had the most dramatic effect on gender relations for Yatzachitecos.  
Women used their positionality asmothers and workers to engage in a type of Òpower 
geometry” – where, based on their social location, they exhibited agency for the causes they 
felt to be most important, usually the welfare and education of their children.   
 Ofelia seems to be the first married woman from Yatzachi to have gone to the United 
States.  As described above, her paperwork was completely arranged by her sister.  After 
Ofelia returned to Yatzachi for a visit in 1963, she informed other married women about her 
life in Los Angeles:  
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Friends and family came by to visit me, asking Òhow is the work? What is it [Los 
Angeles] like?Ó I told them, ÒIt's [the work] basically the same thing you do here, but 
there everything is with a machine, and not with your own manpower.” Then they 
asked, “Well, how did you do it?” [get to Los Angeles].  “My sister encouraged me,” I 
said. ÒShe wrote to me and then started looking for ways to get papers so I could 
immigrate.” From then on, they all started to write to my sister. And she did well by 
them.  She helped many get their work papers, and they moved up to Los Angeles.  
Once they were there, then they started looking for opportunities for their husbands. 
  
 Unlike the young men and women, or the married men, who often migrated out of the 
town without necessarily having consulted their family members as part of their decision-
making process, husbands seemed to have had an important say in the migration of their 
wives.  Emma was thirty-one years old when she went to Los Angeles for the first time in 
1966. She had left Yatzachi once previously, to study for a year in Oaxaca City and live at an 
evangelical boarding house. Not thriving in her studies, she returned to Yatzachi. By age 16 
she was married, with her first child on the way only a year later.  She and her husband 
farmed together and also baked bread for more income.  However, in the mid 1960s, she and 
her husband sought ways for their three children to continue their studies. Her oldest son, 
now fourteen, went to secondary school in Oaxaca City, and her middle child, an eleven-
year-old girl, went to a boarding school in Puebla.  They needed money for her son's rent, 
textbooks, and uniforms, and for her daughter's supplies and transportation.  She and her 
husband decided that the best thing to do would be to send Emma to California first, and that 
he would stay behind with the children and follow her when steady work for him could be 
found.  Emma's father was already in the United States, and she had a female cousin who 
promised to help her find employment. 
 In going before their husbands, these women challenged many stereotypes of 
Yatzachi gender relations.  They faced scathing critiques and were subject to gossip. As 
Ofelia recounted: ÒThere was a lot of gossip going on here [in Yatzachi], because I didn't stay 
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here working like an animal like they would have liked. They would say [about her husband], 
'how can he bear to cash his wife's checks, how can he spend that money without knowing 
how she earns it? She must earn it by sleeping around, because it's a good amount that she 
sends him.' Apparently, according to them, I had a baby and I sold it!Ó  Around this time, a 
friend of Ofelia's husband came around and told him not to be so naive, not to sit around and 
wait for his wife.  He encouraged him to take the kids and move to Veracruz with him, where 
he was able to have two corn harvests per year.  They were still discussing this plan when a 
message came from Ofelia saying that she was on her way to Yatzachi for a visit. When her 
husband told his friend that he was going to pick Ofelia up in a nearby town, he told him that 
they were both complete idiots and he left.    
 These husbands not only faced critique from townsfolk, but also had to take on new 
labors in the absence of their wives, especially regarding the care of their children.  Often 
men were helped by other family members – older daughters, their mothers or grandmothers 
– to care for the kids.  Many of the kids, as in Emma's case, were sent to boarding schools.  
Some men (Ofelia's husband and Emma's husband) moved to Oaxaca City to help their 
children become established in schools while they waited for their wives to procure 
employment opportunities for them in the United States.  Ofelia, on her visit to Yatzachi in 
1963, convinced her husband that he should move with their children to Oaxaca City so that 
they could continue their education. Her daughters all needed to advance their educational 
opportunities beyond what Yatzachi could offer them.  Ofelia recounts, Ò'Now it is up to you 
to get these kids enrolled in school. You've got to find schools for them,' I told him. 'That is 
all your work, because I'm going to go work. I won't be here to see how they get along. You 
have to keep me informed about where they are and which school they are in.' 'Yes,' the poor 
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guy said.Ó Ofelia's husband had to prepare food for the family, both breakfast and lunch. 
Even though he liked to drink, Ofelia trusted him to take on the role of caregiver for the 
children: ÒI trusted him completely because he was surrounded by the kids. I warned him, if 
you get drunk and don't pay attention to the kids, I will bring them to the U.S. without you. 
But if you treat them well, we'll all remain together. And he thought it over and didn't go out 
and drink. He was very responsible.”  
I later asked Emma's husband:  
H: Was it difficult to let your wife leave for the United States? 
F:  Yes, it was really hard. 
H: What was most challenging? 
F:  Taking care of the kids, because I had to go out and look for schools for them. I 
made the effort to find them an education.  There weren't teachers here, so I had to go 
to a town called Zoogocho. Then I went to Oaxaca, and found a private school. It 
wasn't a government school. I had to pay for it – it was called President Juárez. The 
other [the girl] went to a boarding school. 
 
 However, within a couple of years, both these men, as well as others in their situation, 
had managed to find care and education for their children enough so that they could follow 
their wives.  Meanwhile, their wives actively sought employment opportunities for them.  
After serving their employers well, these women were able to solicit their help in getting 
documentation for their husbands.  Usually, this documentation took the form of a work 
letter, avowing that the men would have jobs working in the homes of their wives' employers.   
 
2.) Establishing Men's Networks in Women's Footsteps 
 Although women served as the first key to non-Bracero international migration, men 
quickly became involved in international migration and began to form their own migrant 
networks.  As one man jokingly told me, “I had to leave because there were no girls left here 
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to marry!Ó The first men to go to California seem to have been family members or close 
friends of the single women working in California.  At first, they got paperwork through 
established female housekeepers in Los Angeles, and then they began to help their own male 
friends arrive on their own—often without papers.  For example, one man who went to the 
United States legally wi th the help of his sister lent his “green card” to a buddy to help him 
cross the border legally.  This type of migration gave men the freedom to go to the United 
States without waiting for legal documentation negotiated by women.  While women's initial 
networks were concentrated within Yatzachi and a few neighboring towns surrounding it, 
men's networks seemed to extend more broadly, incorporating men from all over the region. 
In these towns, international migration has thus taken a more recognized pattern, with men 
serving as pioneer migrants and women gradually following them.  
 Unlike the first women migrants who all settled in Texas and Los Angeles in 
housework, men at first seemed to opt for agricultural work in California, most likely 
because of their previous experience as braceros, and their familiarity with field work.  
Several men initially worked in the agricultural fields around Oxnard.  They at first began a 
pattern of seasonal migration, leaving behind their wives and families and returning to 
Yatzachi during the off-season.  While some continued this pattern for years, others gradually 
shifted over to jobs in the city.  Many worked in a popular hamburger restaurant, helped out 
by a Yatzachiteco who had managed to establish himself in the managerial ranks and 
regularly recruited new cooks and dishwashers.  Others came to work in factories and later in 
landscaping.  Meliton's story demonstrates this.  Arriving in 1966 with the help of his wife's 
employer (she had left him, her mother, and her children in Mexico City two years earlier), 
he soon went to work in agricultural fields, becoming active in the farmworker movement for 
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almost a decade.  Around 1976, he left farm work, feeling that it was too physically 
demanding.  With the help of his brother-in-law, he found work as a truck driver, and once 
that work ended in the early 1980s, he began gardening for his wife's employer, later starting 
his own landscaping company.  After several decades, Yatzachitecos no longer considered 
fieldwork a viable option for labor in the United States. 
 
3. Prolonged Settlement 
 Settlement of Yatzachitecos in the United States was hastened by several factors.  One 
factor was the migration of single men and women, who, upon establishing themselves, often 
got married and had children.  As one Yatzachiteca who lives in Los Angeles told me, “We 
never intended to stay in the U.S. But we made a mistake. We had children there, and now it 
would be really hard to leave.Ó  With their children born and raised in the U.S., parents found 
it increasingly difficult to pick up and return to Yatzachi.  Another factor was the migration of 
married women, and shortly thereafter, the arrival of their husbands.  Although many women 
only desired to go temporarily to California in order to support their children's education, 
once their spouses arrived, their migration became more permanent.  I  many cases, although 
their children did pursue their studies in Mexico, they later decided to join their parents, and 
soon whole families had moved.   The switch toward more permanent, and less seasonal 
agricultural employment also promoted settlement in California.  Men now had year-round 
jobs, which also meant they were unable to return to Yatzachi during non- rowing seasons. 
As men ceased their seasonal visits to Yatzachi, women who had stayed behind were able to 
negotiate their own migration to the United States.  If their husband was unable or unwilling 
to help them migrate, women could often access female friends and relatives who had 
 
 105 
migrated and would be able to help them.  If they feared abandonment by their husbands, 
they could threaten to go to the United States and leave their fields and homes in Yatzachi 
unattended.  One woman, upon hearing rumors her husband was having an extramarital 
affair, went with all her children to Los Angeles through the help of female friends and 
relatives. As her now ex-husband unhappily recounts, “She came with all the kids without 
consulting me. I had already submitted their papers [for residency], I had paid everything. 
Since she decided to come so rashly, I ended up having to pay a fine to Immigration for all of 
them.Ó   
The relatively lax immigration environment during this time period also helped 
promote a long-term relationship with the United States. Although it became more difficult 
after 1965 to get employer-sponsored work papers, the fact that most housekeepers were 
documented helped dramatically raise the chances that other Yatzachitecos could get legal 
paperwork (either through employers or through marriage) or could cross the border and 
work with fake, borrowed papers.77  Overall, by the 1970s, it seemed that international 
migration was to be a key and prolonged part of most Yatzachiteco's lives.  
 
FROM STUDENT TO MIGRANT: NEW DEFINITIONS OF PROGRESS (1970 -1986)  
 For many parents, both male and female alike, early migration to the Unit d States 
was part of a strategy to support the education of their children.  One now retired teacher, 
Fidencio, told me how his parents sought to support their education by sending his mother to 
the United States and by enrolling as many of his siblings as they could in boarding schools 
across the country:  
                                                
77 In 1965, The Immigration and Nationality Act dramatically changed immigration law. It ended the system of 
national-origin quotas, which had excluded certain groups (Asians and Africans) while preferencing others 
(namely Europeans).  It established a preference system based on employee skills and family relations.   
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Well, my oldest brother had entered into the normal [teacher training school].  To 
study in the ‘normal’ you needed money, and my other siblings were studying then 
too. My mom was pressured to go to el El Norte. She had my female cousins there, 
and they took her with them.  My dad stayed here, and we were all spread out for 
awhile: my brother in Ciudad Victoria, my sister in Tlaxcala, I was in Mexico City, 
another sister in Oaxaca and my brother in Chiapas, my mom in El Norte, and my dad 
here [Yatzachi] – a family completely disintegrated. 
 
He finished his primary school, and then in 1962, at age twelve, went with his aunt to Mexico 
City. He worked as a bookkeeper for ten years, and during this time, got together a group of 
young men at his workplace to study his secondary school during the evenings and 
eventually returned to Oaxaca to become a teacher.  When I asked him why he did not go to 
the United States, and why his parents made such an effort to provide education for their 
children, he responded saying: 
My parents told us that we had to do something, we had to be someone.  We had to do 
something with our lives because their situation was very difficult to maintain. They 
would say, “who knows how we'll do it, but to you kids, we want to give you the 
opportunity to study as much as you can. But do something, be prepared, because 
harder times are coming,” they said “because here [Yatzachi] you're not going to do 
anything, especially if you don't learn, if you don't have a career – you've got to learn 
how to do something.Ó 
 
 Education was a reason for parents to migrate, but it also was a sacrifice that 
demanded a response from their children.  It was an investment not to be lost.  Mario 
emphasized this point in our conversation: 
H: Why did you decide to leave in 1981? 
M: Because of my son's problem.  Because I had animals, I had about seven or nine
bulls.  But he went to study and he told me he needed money to buy his school 
uniform. 
H: In the D.F.? 
M: In the D.F. Because here I didn't have anything else . . . I planted corn, chiles, and 
squash, but only for our family consumption. And I made panela [homemade sugar] 
as well. I did that so we could get by, so we wouldn't have to buy things, and so that 
we wouldn't have to work for other people. I only worked for myself.  I had the bulls 
that could plough, and I would go take care of them.  And my wife would go get 
wood or other things from the fields that we needed.  And that's how we were when 
my son began to study. He was about to leave when he told me, ÒI need a uniform, I 
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need to buy my books.Ó And they were expensive! So that's when I began to sell my 
bulls, but they weren't worth much. I sold one, then two, then three, then four, and I 
asked him, ÒAre you sure you are really studying? Or are you just fooling around? 
Because I am selling my animals.” I only had two or three left. “No papá,” he said, 
I'm really giving it all I've got.” Well, when I realized he was really working hard, I 
decided to leave. I left for him, because I preferred not to go. Because like I sa d, 
thanks be to God, I was doing well here, working in the fields. That's why I left, so he 
could finish his studies. And he did well. He did well, he didn't leave me in a bad 
place...he finished. I'm happy he finished. Because if he hadn't finished and had 
goofed off instead, I would be upset. I would be thinking about how I left here for no 
reason. 
 
 However, unlike Mario's situation, an emphasis on education by one's parents did not 
necessarily mean that a child would come to be a professional instead of a migrant.  Despite 
the fact that Fidencio's family emphasized the importance of education so much, only two of 
their five children (Fidencio and his older brother), ended up staying in Mexico and having 
professional careers.  His other siblings eventually went to California.  Another female 
pioneer migrant, who likewise emphasized education for her two sons, had the same 
experience.  Leaving her sons in the care of family members while she was abroad, she sent 
money to support their educational endeavors.  Even when one of her sons quit high school 
and wanted to come to the United States, she refused to help him get papers.  Her dream was 
for her two sons to be professionals.  They both ended up spending most of their lives in Los 
Angeles, working in factories, gardens, and restaurants.   
 Migration offered new options for young people.  While the previous choices had 
been to stay in Yatzachi, work as a campesino, or migrate to low-wage jobs in urban areas, 
education and a life as an educated professional was by far the more prestigious and sought 
after choice.  However, as international migration gained pace, young people increasingly 
realized that another way to get ahead was to go to California.  Instead of years of studying 
and sacrifice, one could easily find a well-paying job in Los Angeles that would enable them 
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to have all, if not more, of the material comforts than life as a teacher in Mexico would 
provide them.  As one retired teacher told me, “If I wouldn't have had the opportunity to 
study, I think I'd be in El Norte as well.  You have to look for a way to have a job, to be 
economically secure. The young people that didn't have the opportunity to study, or that just 
didn't like studying, they all left.Ó  Even those that did have the option to study were called 
by the adventure and material wealth they felt migration to the United States could provide.  
As Fidencio told me, “The people who left returned four of five years later, and they brought 
with them money and flashy electronic devices. Then they began to build good houses.  All 
of this is what caught people's attention, and people stopped giving such importance to the 
idea of studying.  The new idea was just to migrate to El Norte, not even go to Oaxaca or 
Mexico, but directly to the U.S.Ó  
 Gradually, the definitions of progress began to change.  “Opening one's mind” 
through formal education and transitioning from the category of campesino to trained 
professional no longer monopolized definitions of progress.  Going to El Norte became a 
different way to open one's mind, at a much higher pay scale.  With the economic crises in 
the 1970s and 1980s, even those who had sought progress via a profession began to engage 
in international migration, sometimes as seasonal fixes to a debt problem, or as a l ng-term 
option. As more and more Yatzachitecos came to California, some parents decided to bring 
their children with them, placing them in schools so that they could learn English and 
hopefully continue their education as professionals in the United States.  Yatzachitecos in Los 
Angeles today recount with pride how they still are the educational leaders among the 
migrants from the Zoogocho micro-region in Los Angeles – with teachers, nurses, doctors, 
and bankers among their ranks.   
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MOBILE PAPERHOLDERS AND THE UNDOCUMENTED (1986-CURRENT) 
While exact numbers are unavailable, I estimate that over 80% of the more than 500 
Yatzachitecos living in the United States are documented.  This is due in large part to 
Yatzachiteco’s pre-1965 migration.  During this era, employment and legal documents were 
easy to procure.  The documented status of early migrants then allowed them to legalize 
family members via “family reunification” processes emphasized in the 1986 Immigration 
Reform and Control Act (IRCA).  While IRCA “got tough” on employers who hired 
undocumented workers and “tightened” the border, it also provided amnesty for the over two 
million undocumented Mexicans in the United States.  Although IRCA was intended to halt 
undocumented migration, it was ineffective at doing so (Donato 1993; Hondagneu-Sotelo 
1994).  Continued economic crises in Mexico as well as the momentum of migrant networks 
meant that Mexicans continued to cross the border in large numbers (Cornelius 1989).  
Yatzachitecos were no exception.  Although Yatzachi's population declined only slightly 
during the 1970s, from 1980 to 1990, the population dropped by 37%, from 425 to 266.  
Those who arrived post 1986 and without legalized family members have had few 
opportunities to gain legal documents.   
 The fact that most Yatzachitecos do have papers has numerous impacts upon the 
town.  On the one hand, having papers in the United States makes prolonged settlement 
easier.  Returning to live in Yatzachi becomes more difficult and less desired after years of 
establishing a life and a family.  On the other hand, documentation allows these 
Yatzachitecos to be able to visit Mexico on a regular basis, without fear of being unable to 
return to their jobs and families in the United States.  They can thus return to Yatzachi on 
vacation or for the town fiesta, and can engage with it as their careers and families allow.  
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However, for the more recent and smaller population of undocumented immigrants, 
movement to and from Yatzachi is limited, as a return visit implies the difficulty of illegally 
crossing the border, a task that is increasingly difficult, dangerous, and costly (Stephen 
2007).  However, the very real risk of deportation for this group of Yatzachitecos means that 
they still have a relationship to Yatzachi, even if they are unable to regularly return to visit 
families or engage in fiestas.  Return to Yatzachi is always something to consider  – always 
the potential result of a false move and a deportation proceeding 
 
CONCLUSION 
 This chapter has located Yatzachi's unique migration history within larger trends of 
gendered migration in both Mexico and the United States.  It has demonstrated how the 
gendered nature of emigration from Yatzachi – the early incorporation of women into migrant 
networks and the subsequent ways in which these women-oriented networks have promoted 
settlement in the United States – is largely to blame for its current low population numbers.  
Yatzachi, as the first town in the region to start this gendered trend of rural to urban 
migration, has been an important town in the region to watch.  Although Yatzachi was seen as 
a model of progress in the 1940s and 1950s as a result of its emphasis on the importance of 
education, and then later as the leader of long-term international migration, by the 1990s 
Yatzachi's reputation of advancement had turned into one of failure. Yatzachi has become the 
great ghost town of the Sierra – a fate neighboring towns no longer hope to emulate, but 
rather avoid. 
 Thus, this chapter also demonstrates the way in which the labor of Yatzachitecos 
came to be incorporated into capitalist systems in both national and international 
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destinations. This, as I argue in the introduction to this dissertation, is yet the latest moment 
in a long history of the attempted incorporation and eventual annihilation of indigenous 
people.  However, as I demonstrate through the lens of gendered geographies of power, 
migration cannot just be read as a type of structural destruction in which indigenous people 
were simply victims.  Rather, it was the result of both macro and micro processes in which 
Yatzachitecos made decisions based upon their locations in gendered structures of power 
according to values they had taken up and constructed to be of importance, especially the 
pursuit of education.  However, it sets the stage for what I explore in the following section of 
this dissertation:  how the extraction of value (via labor migration) from Yatzachi's 



















SECTION 2: LIFE IN A GHOST TOWN  
CHAPTER 4: 
TYPOLOGIES OF BELONGING: CATEGORIZING PEOPLE’S RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH YATZACHI  
 
 February, 2010, Yatzachi  
 A chartered bus winds up the dirt road that leads to the main entrance to Yatzachi.  
We’re all excited Ð weÕve been waiting for it for several hours.  The chair of the fiesta 
committee orders omeone to run to the municipal offices and tell the band to come now.  The 
women who have brought large vats of coffee and chocolate and baskets of bread begin to 
stoke their makeshift campfires and get the mugs ready for serving.  The man self-appointed 
to hand out beer and mezcal makes sure he has the bottle opener.  Another man gets the 
firecrackers ready.  The bus slowly approaches and rolls to a stop at the top of the hill.  
Below it is nestled the town of Yatzachi, and beyond it the high mountains of the Sierra Norte, 
covered with pine trees.  About thirty people begin to descend, some coming off the bus and 
simply stretching their legs and accepting a beer, others jumping off to hug and greet family 
members who are waiting for them Ð brothers, sisters, grandmothers, uncles, cousins, you 
name it.  TheyÕve come all the way from Mexico City, about a twelve-hour drive in all.  
Almost all of them are part of the band of Yatzachitecos who live in Mexico City.  They have 
come to spend four days at the fiesta, playing traditional songs and helping bring music, and 
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as one band member told me, “life,Ó to the numerous festive events.  By the time they have 
disembarked, unpacked their instruments, and warmed up, the town band, composed of a few 
trumpet players, a trombone, a clarinet, a drummer, and a baritone, have arrived.  They 
begin a musical exchange Ð the town band playing a few minutes of a welcome song, the 
band from Mexico City repeating it.  Eventually, with rockets being set off regularly, they all 
merge together and walk down the hill to the center of town, where they will visit the 
Catholic church, the municipal offices, and then the fiesta committee buildings, where they 
will eat and play more songs.  Several of us follow behind them, carrying flowers to place in 
the church.  Bilha, a woman in her forties who lives in Los Angeles, shows me the ropes. 
WeÕve become friends, as her husband is part of the fiesta committee and so she has been 
helping with food preparation and fiesta events, where I’ve been helping and observing.  We 
talk back and forth in English and Spanish as she explains to me what will happen next.    
 
 December, 2010, Los Angeles 
 It’s a rare rainy night in Los Angeles.  Bilha, who I met at the fiesta in Yatzachi ten 
months ago, is holding a Christmas party at her home near downtown Los Angeles.  She and 
her husband have been active members of the Yatzachi band in Los Angeles, and they’ve 
opened up their backyard for the big event. SheÕs taken the day off from her housecleaning 
job to prepare the space.  Much like in Yatzachi itself, tarps are spread out over a mass of 
tables and chairs.  Beer and mezcal flow freely.  Traditional foods such as tlayudas (big corn 
tortillas), as well as American hotdogs and hamburgers can be purchased (proceeds benefit 
the band).  I see some people I’ve met in Yatzachi, and am also introduced to family members 
IÕve only heard about, but never met in person.  The main highlight of the night, besides the 
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band playing, is the dancing of the Òcuerudos.Ó  The cuerudos is a dance regularly 
performed at fiestas throughout the Sierra Norte.  Its dancers dress up in heavy leather coats 
and wear masks and large sombreros.  It has historically been a dance performed by men.  
However, in honor of her birthday, Bilha got together her Yatzachiteca girlfriends and they 
have been practicing the dance.  She thought it would be a fun way to celebrate her birthday 
and get in shape, as the dance lasts at least fifteen minutes total.  They’ve been practicing for 
months, and tonight is their first performance. 
 
 
Figure 4.1: Yatzachiteca women in Los Angeles ready to dance los ÒcuerudosÓ 
I begin with these two snippets of Yatzachiteco fiestas in both Yatzachi and Los 
Angeles to introduce the reader to the idea that through migratory processes, Yatzachitecos 
have found multiple ways of participating in YatzachiÕs communal system – be it from near 
(within the town) or far (in migrant destination locations).  Yatzachi is anything but a static 
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indigenous community with only a few members Òleft behindÓ because of international 
migration.  Rather, it is a town formed through a population that circulates both in and out of 
it, which alternates between presence and absence.  Likewise, as the snippet of life in Los 
Angeles demonstrates (and as I will take up in the following chapter), absence itself can be a 
productive way of engaging with Yatzachi.  Indeed, Bilha alternates her life between both 
places.  While she lives, works, and raises her children in Los Angeles, she also returns to 
Yatzachi on a regular basis to visit family members and engage in communal life to the best 
of her ability.  Additionally, she creates communal spaces in Los Angeles where she and her 
friends remake Yatzachiteco traditions from afar – in the case of the “cuerudos dance,” 
changing their gendered components and forming new social relations through their 
reenactment. 
In this chapter, I posit that one of the main reasons Yatzachi has managed to endure is 
that so many people circulate in and out of it, sustaining town life through their presence and 
supporting it in their absence.  However, different people do this in different ways.  Life 
situation (age, origin, legal status, employment, and gender) greatly affects the way in which 
people are able to engage with Yatzachi, as do individual levels of commitment to and 
interest in the town and its wider community.  Each person who has some type of relationship 
with Yatzachi itself, be it a day-to-day one based on constant presence in the town, or an 
imaginary one born of the stories told by an aging grandfather in Los Angeles, realizes this 
relationship in varying manners at different times.     
In order to make sense of the multiple social relationships and actors, who in both 
their absence and presence construct the place of Yatzachi, I employ a typology.  The 
typology consists of five main categories that are all divided according to a person's history – 
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her spatial and temporal relationship to the town of Yatzachi (i.e., the frequency of her 
physical presence in Yatzachi and the history of this relationship).  The main categories have 
sub-categories that narrow down the types based on the forced or voluntary nature of their 
relationship, its extent, and/or its purpose.78  The visitors are people who only temporarily 
relate to Yatzachi for a few days or weeks at a time.79  They may have left Yatzachi or may 
have never lived in Yatzachi, but have an emotional or familial attraction to it. Those who 
have never left are just that – some who are older and never will leave Yatzachi, and another 
sub-group of young people trying to think about their future in or out of the town.  The new 
settlers are people from nearby towns for whom Yatzachi serves as a migrant desti ation.  
The returnees are those who have left Yatzachi but who now make Yatzachi their home for a 
significant amount of time each year, if not all year. The absent ones are those who have 
some type of connection to Yatzachi (via birth there or family members from there) but who 
are as of yet Òunrealized.Ó Their numbers are uncertain, their return is doubtful, but as long as 
Yatzachi exists, it is still possible.   
Using a typology helps me in three main areas.  First, it allows me to envision and 
categorize in a more organized way the multiple relationships that form Yatzachi.  Although 
Yatzachi's official population count has hovered around 200 people for the last decade and a 
half, many more people have a relationship with Yatzachi than simply the 200 that are 
captured at the moment of the census.  Likewise, these 200 are anything but a stable, 
unchanging group of people.  Rather, people constantly circulate in and out of the town, 
                                                
78 Some of these categories are used by Yatzachitecos themselves quite regularly to talk abou  the make-up of 
the town. 
 
79 These categories are mutually exclusive, but they are not necessarily stable over time: one cannot fulfill two 
categories at the same time, but one can move out of some categories and into another.  For example, among 
those who never left, the younger generation may eventually become a visitor or a retiree, but a retiree may 
never shift into the category of someone who never left. 
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living for short or extended periods of time according to their economic, familial, and 
communal responsibilities that go well beyond the bounds of the physical town. If e take 
seriously the idea of relational place-making and the importance of social relationships in the 
formation of specific places (see the introduction), a typology is helpful for envisioning how 
this is done.  
Second, it assists in envisioning the way in which multiple subjectivities intersect as 
they play out in a specific relationship to Yatzachi’s communal system.  These varying 
subjectivities are formed in relation to class, generation, gender, ethnic, and racial identities 
at the scale of the town of Yatzachi, the Mexican state, and the United States (see Chapter 3 
and the notion of gendered geographies of power).  For each category, I have tried to present 
different examples of various subject positions and examine how this affects their spatial and 
temporal relationship to Yatzachi.  Additionally, I explore how this relationship affects the 
town (namely through participation in Yatzachi communal politics and town events) and the 
economic way in which this relationship is sustained (how people make a living, and how 
this affects their possible ties to the town).  However, a typology goes beyond a simple notion 
of ÒclassÓ in order to describe the way in which different socio-economic statuses are 
combined with gender and ethnic identity in a transnational context.  This then enables us to 
open up the relationship between labor and value in YatzachiÕs communal system in a more 
complex way.  For example, it is a long-held idea that more physical presence in Yatzachi 
and more formal participation in Yatzachi’s communal labor system are equal to more rights 
and prestige in the town.  However, a typology allows us to see how people relate to Yatzachi 
in multiple ways – through both presence and absence, through money rather than direct 
labor, etc.  This then helps us understand how struggles over labor and value are key 
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struggles within YatzachiÕs communal system in this moment (this is explored in greater 
depth in the following chapters).  Third, a typology also allows for us to acknowledge 
absence as a form of relationship to the town and to see the “agency” of absence in this way.  
Attempting to describe Yatzachi’s “circulatory” population has its challenges.  
Although I conducted a simple household economic survey, this was only during one 
moment of time (a two month period), and could not possibly cover all of those near and far 
who relate to Yatzachi.80  More long-term participant observation (and fieldwork outside of 
the town in migrant sending areas) proved helpful in exploring the different relationships that 
people have with the town. I n what follows, I review these typologies and provide different 
examples to support them, but first I point to some general information regarding population 
and livelihood. 
 
GENERAL DATA  
 Demographic: Perhaps the most striking feature about the population of Yatzachi 
(besides its small size) is its demographic make up.  Yatzachi is dominated by people age 
sixty and over.  The percentage of older adults (defined as those over age sixty) has risen 
from 21% percent to 48% from 1980 to 2010.81   This is in contrast to the national average, 
where people over age sixty make up 7% of the population (as of the year 2000).  While 
                                                
80 My survey took place in July and August of 2010.  It engaged 66 households that contained a total of 168 
people, with the average household size between two to three people. While I only spoke with one member of 
each household (whoever was available), for some questions I collected data on all 168 household members.  
The survey focused on basic questions of migration and livelihood. I was curious to know more about migration 
and residence in Yatzachi (asking how many current residents lived in Yatzachi permanently, how many had 
previously migrated, etc.) and about people's economic livelihoods (inquiring about agricultural production, 
remittance and pension income, and labor markets within the community). Because an ÒnÓ number of this small 
amount of people would be too small to be statistically significant, I decided to conduct the survey with every 
willing household in Yatzachi. Approximately 20 people in 8 different households could not be found or denied 
to participate. 
   




Oaxaca is one of the Mexican states with the fastest growing percentage of elderly people 
(due to the increased rate of out-migration of working-age adults), the percentage of older 
adults is extraordinary in Yatzachi and is a key reason why it has been given Òghost townÓ 
status.  Of course, the high rates of migration are also part of Yatzachi's ghost town fame. 
Only around a quarter of adults over age fifteen have never migrated from Yatzachi for a 
period of time.  Even if someone has not migrated, he or she is likely to have migrant family 
members.  Two-thirds of survey respondents had family members living outside of Yatzachi, 
the majority in the United States, followed by Oaxaca City and then Mexico City.    
 Economic:  Economic life in Yatzachi revolves around several different sources of 
income: remittances, pensions, day labor, and government programs.  Chart 4.1 demonstrates 
income in terms of distribution across households surveyed (not according to income totals, 
which were unavailable).  Despite the fact that Yatzachitecos have many family members in 
the United States, in only a very few cases were families of reproductive age separated due to 
migration (where, for example, the husband is working in the United States while the wife 
stays behind).  This dynamic is evident in the practice of remittances, as families were not 
dependent upon remittances for their daily purchases.  Instead, remittances in all cases seem 
to be sent only sporadically by immediate family members, and seemed not to be a reliable 
source of income.  Instead, pensions (from the United States and Mexico) were a steady and 
very important source of income for retired returned migrants.  Despite the fact that many of 
the agricultural fields lie abandoned surrounding Yatzachi, very small-scale subsistence 
agriculture still exists in the town.  Elderly people have moved their corn fields closer in to 
the land immediately surrounding the ÒurbanÓ center, and plant, albeit a little, when they can. 
Forty-three of sixty-six households (65%) surveyed reported planting corn in the previous 
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year.  However, this corn production is very minimal (on less than .25 hectares) and usually 
does not meet year-round subsistence needs. Each of these demographic and economic 
characteristics is elaborated more deeply in the typologies below. 
Type of Income: Number (percentage) 
Reporting this Income 
Pensions 17 (26%) 
Labor in the town/region 17 (26%) 
Remittances 28 (42%) 
Government Cash Transfer 
Programs 
38 (58%) 
Paid Cargos 9 (14%) 
Chart 4.1: Number of Households Reporting Certain Types of Income 
 
 
THE VISITORS  
 The visitors are people who have some type of connection to Yatzachi whereby they 
visit the town, but whose lives largely take place outside of Yatzachi.  In the first two sub-
categories, the occasional visitor and the regular visitor were usually born in Yatzachi, or 
have family members who were.  They often identify with having Yatzachiteco heritage, and 
visiting Yatzachi is a way to remember, renew, and appreciate that heritage.  The other sub-
categories, the seasonal worker and the outsiders, are people who have no particular link with 
Yatzachi as such, but rather use Yatzachi in a practical way. For the seasonal laborers, 
Yatzachi provides them with work.  For the outsiders (many of whom are researchers and 




Figure 4.2: Yatzachiteco youth from Oaxaca City, dancing at Yatzachi’s annual fiesta 
a.) Occasional visitor 
 As described above, the annual patron saint fiesta in Yatzachi is a common time for 
families and friends to reconnect, a way to remember Yatzachiteco heritage, and a time to 
celebrate.  It is also the time when the occasional visitors are most commonly found.  
Including both U.S. immigrants and people who live in other areas of Mexico, the occasional 
visitor returns once every few years.  He or she has a well-established life in the United 
States or somewhere else in Mexico.  For some of them, their relationsh p to Yatzachi is one 
largely of heritage.  It is part of a cultural identity – the place where their roots are and part of 
their family and community history.  For others, the occasional visits are also about heritage 
and identity, but with the long-term goal of eventual return.  Usually, however, life 
circumstances (jobs, kids, finances) impede them from becoming a regular visitor.   
 I met one of these occasional visitors in Los Angeles at a birthday party celebration 
for a young Yatzachiteco.  Recently laid off from his job in a California school district, 
 
 122 
Elmer82 was thinking about going to Yatzachi for a few weeks to visit family members and 
spend some time.  He was born in California and had been to Yatzachi as a kid, but never as 
an adult. He asked me how I did it – how did I live in Yatzachi?  Did I not get bored without 
internet and television?  Was it hard to get used to the food?  Was there a place to take a 
decent shower?  Apparently, if a white girl from Kansas could live in Yatzachi, he felt like 
maybe he could too.  Sure enough, we met again in Yatzachi a few months later during the 
fiesta.  He had his video camera and a beer and was headed to an evening dance.  He was 
glad he had made the trip, and was thoroughly enjoying himself by documenting different 
events, listening to the bands, and eating and dinking with his long-lost cousins.   
Like Elmer, Verónica was another young person related to a Yatzachiteco who came 
to the fiesta.  Her father was born in Yatzachi, and although he left the town as a child, he 
always told her about it – how beautiful it was, how he used to live in a hut and work in the 
fields.  His aunt still lives there, and they had planned to return together to the town fiesta so 
that Ver—nica could experience Yatzachi and finally meet her aunt.  However, in a tragic turn 
of events, Verónica’s father died a few months before the fiesta.  She kept her plane ticket 
and ventured to Yatzachi on her own to see her father's pueblo.  With a camera constantly in 
hand, she took hundreds of pictures of all the events, and was inquisitive about every aspect 
of Yatzachiteco life.  She enjoyed learning about Yatzachi’s communal life and finally 
envisioning the stories her father had told her.  She told me she hoped to return again 
someday.    
 Dora and Enrique are also occasional visitors. In their early 40s, both were born in 
Yatzachi, but migrated to the United States while very young.  Although for many years they 
rarely returned to the town, they run a dance troop that focuses on Oaxacan dance and music 
                                                
82 Names have been changed for privacy unless otherwise noted in a footnote. 
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in Los Angeles.  Wanting their children to experience Yatzachi, they brought them to 
Yatzachi not during the fiesta (in February when school is in session) but during summer 
vacation.  They spent several weeks in the town, meeting up with other family members who 
decided to return at the same time.  Although Enrique told me they would love to come back 
more regularly, finances, vacation time, and school schedules make return a challenge.  
Enrique dreams of retiring in Yatzachi, but for now, and until his two young children have 
grown up and gone to college, he still remains an occasional visitor.   
 The occasional visitor represents the people who can, at any minute, materialize in 
Yatzachi.  Born or not born in the town, they are connected to Yatzachi through family and a 
shared cultural identity perpetuated through the stories of longing, exile, and desire of their 
migrant friends and family. While their physical and material relationship with the town may 
be minimal, Yatzachi plays an important role in their lives and in the construction of their 
identities, their hopes for the future, and their nostalgia for the past.    
b.) Regular visitor 
 These people are similar to the occasional visitors, but return on a more regular basis, 
usually yearly.  A physical trip to Yatzachi is an important part of the way they seek to 
maintain a connection to the town and the community.  While for some people in this 
category regular visits are the precursor to eventual return, for others permanent return is not 
desired, but regular connection is.   
Sara's children and grandchildren are a prime example of this sub-category.  Retired 
after years of work as a housekeeper in Los Angeles, Sara recently built a very modern-
looking, one story “cabin” on her property near the edge of town.  Complete with patios and 
balconies, a fireplace and a driveway, the house has an Americanized sign on the outside 
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declaring in Spanish “Welcome to our cabin.”  While Sara lives in the cabin several months 
out of every year (she fits under the typology of the retiree), her children and grandchildren 
qualify as regular visitors, coming each summer to spend a few weeks at the cabin – reading 
books from their summer reading list, watching movies on their laptops, running small 
errands around town, and trying to practice Spanish and Zapoteco.   
Amanda and her husband and son are also regular summer visitors to Yatzachi, as 
Yatzachi is their favorite vacation destination.  Amanda was born in the United States and has 
never lived full-time in Yatzachi. Although she lives permanently in Oxnard, California, 
Amanda and other family members got together several years ago and decided to build a 
modern-style home in Yatzachi that they could share.  Each family can use the house when 
they go back to visit. It is equipped with comfortable sofas and even a big-screen television.  
She usually goes back every year to take her small son to Yatzachi, to visit with relatives, and 
to check on the house. Regular Yatzachi visits are an important part of her and her son’s life.   
 Marcus is another regular visitor who can be counted on to show up at every yearly 
fiesta.  Although he has no plans for permanent return to the town, he takes his yearly 
vacation time to come and actively participate in the fiesta.  Although he left Yatzachi at a 
very young age (he was placed in a childrenÕs home by his financially struggling, newly-
widowed mother) and thus never spent a significant amount of time growing up in the town, 
he still returns.  A successful doctor in Texas, when I asked why he comes back every year he 
said, “Honestly, I don't know. I have the money to go anywhere I want for vacation, but for 
some reason, my wife and I use all our time to come back here.”  He told me he had been 
focused for most of his life on monetary success, and had completely forgotten about his 
pueblo, until one day he realized that he wanted to return to Yatzachi.  He began to come 
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back for the fiestas and contributes to community life upon his return – helping out in the 
communal kitchen, donating money for the fiesta, helping to organize events, and dancing 
whenever he can.   
 Like Marcus, Clara is another example of a regular visitor who can almost always be 
counted on to be at the fiesta. For her, returning is about remembering and honoring her 
deceased husband, as well as just having fun.  Clara and her husband comfortably established 
themselves in a Los Angeles neighborhood and dedicated themselves to buying a house and 
raising their family.  Her first visit to Yatzachi was sixteen years after she left as a young 
woman to be a housekeeper, and her visits were sporadic at best after that.  She said that her 
husband always argued, ÒI've worked so hard to have what I have here, why would I leave it
to return to Yatzachi?”  Although they never dreamed about a Yatzachi return (for example, 
they never built a house in the town), they still participated in Yatzachi's migrant 
organization, donating money to the town on a regular basis and socializing w th fellow 
Yatzachitecos.  However, when Clara’s husband died in 2001, he asked that she and his 
children return to the fiesta in Yatzachi to carry the cross in his name in a religious procession 
that serves as one of the main highlights of the patron saint fiesta. They did so, and Clara, 
now retired, has returned almost every year since.  She has served as president of the fiesta 
committee and can usually be found in the communal kitchen, washing dishes, serving food, 
and dancing with her friends.  As she told me, she never wants to return to live in Yatzachi, 
especially since all of her children live in Los Angeles, but she enjoys her fiesta visit every 
year. 
  Thus, regular visitors may or may not have property in Yatzachi, they may or may not 
have been born there, and they may or may not hope to return to Yatzachi permanently.  They 
 
 126 
do, however, incorporate Yatzachi into the rhythm of their lives in ways conditioned by their 
age, life-stage, and economic situation.  For example, Clara, as an older woman, has a 
different relationship to Yatzachi than Amanda, a young mother.  While Clara comes to enjoy 
her town as a retired widowed woman, Amanda comes to instill within her son his 
Yatzachiteco identity and spend her family vacations.  As their life stages change, their 
relationship with Yatzachi is also likely to change, but for the moment, regular visits to the 
town are an important and valued aspect of their lives.  
c.) Seasonal workers 
 Yatzachitecos joke that their town has become the “Los Angeles of the Sierra,Ó as 
people from other ethnic groups of the Sierra, the Mixes and Chinantecos, have begun to 
arrive in the town looking for seasonal work.  People from the Mixe region must cross the 
Cajonos river to get to Yatzachi, prompting jests about how they are “wetbacks,” just like the 
Mexican migrants who cross the R’o Grande River to get to the United States.  Intra-regional 
labor sojourns are common for Mixes and Chinantecos.  Often living in towns that are 
extremely physically isolated, their connections to urban centers and international migration 
are limited, constraining their employment search to nearby areas.  Especially in areas where 
laborers are lacking and dollars are arriving, these workers are able to find temporary 
employment.  
The demand for seasonal labor in Yatzachi has been heightened by several factors. 
Although the town is declining in terms of population, demand for laborers is still high, as 
migrants and return migrants often seek construction workers to build homes.  The advanced 
age of most Yatzachitecos also means that they can no longer do the strenuous physical labor 
required to plant and harvest fields.  The lack of able-bodied laborers and the influx of 
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dollars into Yatzachi has driven the price for a day laborer up to between $100 and $150 
pesos. This is a striking difference from minimum wage in Oaxaca City, which is $59.08 
pesos per day.83  During the planting of the fields (usually in May and June) until the harvest 
(around October), Mixe men will arrive in Yatzachi seeking day labor opportunities.  They 
will help with planting, “cleaning” (or clearing the field of weeds), de-tasseling, and 
harvesting.  Some will also find work cleaning fields of maguey plants.  During the season of  
panela production (during the spring months), which involves the cutting and processing of 
sugar cane into molasses, they also find work.  On other occasions they will help with 
construction projects and small projects around people's homes, etc.  They will usually stay 
as long as there is work, moving on to a different town in the region when things seem to be 
winding down.  If they remain in Yatzachi for more than a few days and a town tequio is 
called, they are required to give a day of free labor to the town, in exchange for the privilege 
of finding work.  The people who have hired them previously must provide them with food 
for the day.  
 JosŽ is an example of a seasonal laborer.  A man who has land in his Mixe 
community, he has come for years every summer to Yatzachi to gain extra cash after he 
plants his own crops.  More recently, he brought his pre-teen son with him, and they both 
worked in order to save up enough money for his son to attend secondary school the 
following year.  He arrived with his employers from past years, and was able to find several 
weeks of work before he returned to his own home to harvest his crops.   
 The temporary laborers who arrive in Yatzachi are valued yet held in suspicion, 
forming a type of underclass that is incorporated into town life only on certain terms (mainly, 
                                                
83 “México Salarios Mínimos 2012,” Misalario.org, http://www.misalario.org/main/salario-minimo/mexico-
salarios-minimos. Accessed April 10, 2012. 
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through their labor provision).  Those living in the town quickly hire them, but at the same 
time they keep these workers at a distance.  The workers often camp in abandoned homes on 
the outskirts of town, an area I was cautioned not to visit alone for safety reasons, given that 
since laborers are unknown many Yatzachitecos feared they could be dangerous people.  If 
their behavior is inappropriate, the town authority can evict them without any notice.  
However, this power is usually held in check since if the town authorities treat these workers 
poorly, residents fear that they will not return and that there will be a lack of day laborers 
altogether.   
d.) The outsider  
 The outsider is the last sub-category of the visitors.  The outsider has become an 
important category due to the long history of missionaries in Yatzachi.  Since the 1920s up 
until the 1980s, a foreign missionary was almost always present in Yatzachi.  Since that time, 
a collection of researchers has also arrived.  Most of them have been foreign and have 
studied linguistics or botany in the town.  I was the first one to focus on migration.  These 
outsiders are welcomed into Yatzachi, and their long history of arrival means that the town is 
rather used to having foreigners in its midst. Their presence is also welcomed because it in 
many ways makes the town feel important.  Missionaries and researchers document town 
life, language, and customs.  They help give Yatzachi eternal fame in their books and 
writings, allowing the town to have influence beyond the people who are intimately 
connected to it and beyond perhaps the physical survival of the town itself.  Their presence 
itself becomes part of the story of Yatzachi (see Chapter 2).   
 I was welcomed quite warmly into Yatzachi, and was continually reminded of 
Yatzachi's missionary past, especially the arrival of young white women.  I often had to 
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clarify that I was in Yatzachi as a student, and not affiliated with any religious group.  For 
one elderly Yatzachiteca suffering from dementia and alcoholism, I was almost Mabel 
VanSlyke, the first Presbyterian missionary that came to Yatzachi, reincarnated.  Once it was 
made clear that I was not a missionary, the next category I had to refute was that of being a 
U.S. government spy.  Although it was never made clear as to why the U.S. government 
would want to spy on Yatzachi, the alleged historical links between the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics missionaries and the CIA were not lost on some Yatzachitecos (see Hvalkof and 
Aaby 1981).   Asking questions about migration also made some suspicious, even though 
most Yatzachitecos are now U.S. residents or citizens, and have little to fear in terms of U.S. 
deportation.  On the other hand, many people talked about their desires for my work.  Some, 
who are familiar with the book Yalalag by Julio de la Fuente, a Mexican anthropologist, 
hoped that I would write a similar piece about Yatzachi.  Overall, the sub-category of the 
outsider has played an important role in Yatzachi not only by influencing life within the 
town, but also by emphasizing the importance of Yatzachi and its cultural, linguistic, and 
historic legacies.   
 
THE NEW ARRIVALS 
 The new arrivals consist of people who were not born in Yatzachi, but who have now 
settled and are slowly becoming community citizens.  11% of survey respondents reported 
that Yatzachi was a migrant destination for them.  The new settlers are usually people from 
other ethnic groups (Mixes or Chinantecs) in the Sierra Norte that arrived as temporary 
seasonal laborers in Yatzachi and decided to stay long-term.  They are usually younger, able-
bodied men, who often have no land in their hometowns.  They are often poorly educated, as 
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their isolated communities have limited educational resources and their families did not have 
the money to send them away to study.  In Yatzachi, they find regular, well-paid work and 
abundant land.  While they originally begin by living in Yatzachi in an abandoned home, as 
they stay longer and the municipality acknowledges their presence as being more permanent 
in nature, they are invited to tequios on a regular basis.  After a period of tequio work, they 
are often then named for a cargo (usually as a police officer, the least prestigious cargo) and 
become incorporated into town assemblies.  By this time, they have often negotiated a change 
in living quarters, as they make friends in Yatzachi and take over homes of better quality that 
are “lent” to them by migrants.  Eventually, with time, they are either given land by a kind 
donor, or they attempt to buy land on which to build their own house and plant their own 
crops. 
Tito and Laura are prime examples of new settlers.  Tito came to Yatazachi after 
leaving his impoverished community in the Mixe region of the Sierra Norte. Largely 
abandoned by his dysfunctional family, he spent years as a young boy working for other 
people for room and board while trying to finish primary school.  One day, a friend who had 
done seasonal work in Yatzachi invited him to make the day's long walk to look for work in 
the town.  He went, arriving in Yatzachi at the age of nineteen.  At the time of our interview, 
he was twenty-seven, and having done years of service for the town, was now looking for a 
plot of land to buy, lamenting how expensive land near the town center was in comparison to 
land out in the fields.  As a young, strong man who is well-trusted, Tito has no problems 
finding work in Yatzachi in the fields or in construction. He has no immediate plans to leave 
Yatzachi, he just has a hard time finding a girlfriend! 
Laura's story is slightly different, as she was actively recruited to become a new 
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settler in Yatzachi.  She had migrated from her Mixe publo to the municipality of Yalalag, 
just across the river from Yatzachi.  She and her husband found an isolated piece of land by 
the river, established themselves there, and had several children.  When Yatzachitecos found 
out that her husband had been killed by a poisonous snake in the fields, they went to talk with 
Laura, convincing her that she would be welcome in Yatzachi and that more importantly, her 
large number of children would help repopulate the town school, which was about to be shut 
down for lack of pupils.  She agreed, and was originally placed in the home of a Mixe man 
until she was able to find a piece of land for herself (purchased with money from her older 
children who took advantage of Yatzachi's migrant networks to go to the United States).  As a 
widowed woman, Laura must do cargos and tequios in the name of her household.  She is a 
strong woman, used to fieldwork, and works as a day laborer when she is not tending her 
own fields.  Her broken Spanish, as well as her marginalized social position in Yatzachi, has 
led her to be taken advantage of in numerous ways.  She currently, with the financial help of 
her older migrant children, is putting her two youngest children through secondary and high 
school in nearby communities.   
Juan and his wife are yet another example of new settlers in Yatzachi.  A young 
couple with three small children, they moved to Yatzachi a few years ago to help Juan’s 
grandmother open a tortilla shop.  Juan's grandmother, born in Yatzachi, had been a 
successful market vendor in Mexico City for a number of years, but upon the death of her 
husband, decided to return to Yatzachi to care for her ailing, elderly brother.  She established 
the tortilla shop and encouraged her grandson and family to live in her house in Yatzachi nd 
run it.  Although Juan had a limited relationship with the town, they left the big city to settle 
in Yatzachi, sending their children to the local school and using a beat-up vehicle to expand 
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their successful tortilla production business throughout the region.  Juan's grandmother feels 
that the municipality should stop calling her for cargos because she has brought her grandson 
as a type of ÒgiftÓ for Yatzachi.   Not only does he fill cargos and participate in tequios, he 
and his wife are repopulating the town with their three children.   
The arrival of people from other ethnic groups in Yatzachi challenges standard 
notions of Yatzachiteco identity as being born in the town, having a Zapoteco heritage and a 
historical relationship to the land of their ancestors.  However, while these people are 
outsiders in many ways and are sometimes discriminated against, they are also welcome in 
the town, and seen as a potential way for Yatzachi to continue on.  They take up the 
productive and communal labors that many re unable or unwilling to do.  Likewise, the fact 
that Yatzachiteco citizenship is not only based on notions of ancestral heritage, but also forms 
of communal labor and sacrifice (see the following chapter), means that these people can 
indeed become involved as members of YatzachiÕs communal system.  However, in a 
situation where accumulated presence and labor practices lead to more rights, their full 
citizenship in Yatzachi is something that may take years to be realized.  For many, these new 
arrivals are the hope that the town of Yatzachi does indeed have a future.   
 
THOSE WHO NEVER LEFT  
 These are people who live in Yatzachi year-round and have never left it for a 
prolonged amount of time to work or study in other places.  The sub-categories include an 
older generation, the hold-outs, who simply did not personally engage with migration 
processes (although their friends and family did) and a new generation (usually mid-20s and 
younger) born in the town for whom international migration is no longer a viable option. 
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However, even though these people have not lived in the United States, their familial lives 
are marked by migrant family members.  
a.) The hold-outs  
 These are the people who have never left to live or work outside of Yatzachi.  
According to my survey, only one-quarter of the people surveyed (who are not new 
immigrants – i.e., who were born in the town) who are over age 15 had never spent more 
than a year outside the town.  They are mostly elderly men and women, who have engaged in 
subsistence agriculture most of their lives and continue to do so to the best of their ability.  
They are often alone, as their children have migrated, and they depend upon family 
remittances as well as support from government cash-transfer programs (ÒOportunidadesÓ 
and “70 y masÓ).  Most of the men have served all of their cargos and have Òretir dÓ from the 
system at age sixty; however, their continual presence in Yatzachi, and the labors they have 
given in tequios and cargos throughout the years, gives them a type of cultural capital.  They 
have done the work that ÒcountsÓ for citizenship in Yatzachi, and they are respected for that 
very reason.  They often serve as Yatzachi's institutional memory, leading religious events 
and serving (in the case of elderly men) as advice-givers for town government.  Many of the 
older women speak little or no Spanish.  The continual aging of this category (as well as that 
of the return migration retiree) is an issue that Yatzachitecos have to confront.  As they age 
and are unable to care for themselves, their migrant children must balance a way to care for 
their elderly parents who desire to stay in the town while often working in other places for 
the reproduction of their children and grandchildren.   
 One example of this sub-group is Lupe.  A woman in her 80s, she is one of the town's 
last existing curanderas, or traditional healers.  She still practices midwifery, gives healing 
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massages, and treats people for susto (fright) with medicinal plants.  All of her children have 
migrated, and several of them left their own children in her care when they went to 
California. Largely alone, she began to live with a man who arrived in Yatzachi from a Mixe 
town.  Although her children took her to Los Angeles to visit for a few months, she did not 
stay, as her Mixe partner became ill in Yatzachi and required her care.  She now has problems 
with her knees, and tries not to leave her house much as she must hobble up and down the 
hill on which she lives.  Recently, her grandson, a man in his early 40s who was raised by her 
but who now lives in Los Angeles, came to live with her for over a year.  He built her a 
cement path to be able to reach her home more safely, and built a new kitchen for her to use, 
but he is concerned about how she will get on without him now that he is gone again.   
 Another example is Gabriel. With a number of grown children in the United States, 
Gabriel tends a small store in Yatzachi.  A widower of several years, he spends all of his day 
in the store, taking his meals with a family that lives nearby.  His children and grandchildren 
come to visit him regularly, but as he ages and becomes frailer, they are unsure how they will 
care for him.  Although he has served all of his cargos and is officially retired from the cargo 
system, he still regularly attends town assemblies, always speaking in Zapoteco (despite the 
fact that he speaks Spanish very well and that many town citizens do not understand 
Zapoteco) and sharing his opinion on important issues.  He often refers to community service 
as the key to citizenship, and regularly critiques the ideas of those who have not been in 
Yatzachi to experience the trials and tribulations of life-long service.  
 The decline of this sub-category has important consequences for the town, and lies at 
the heart of how to manage the cultural and social reproduction of much of Yatzaciteco 
identity as well as long-distance family care.  Each family has to determine how to balance 
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care of elderly loved ones, and the municipality has also stepped in.  Several years ago, after 
an elderly woman suffering from dementia wandered out into the fields and disappeared, they 
established a new rule that elderly residents in ailing health could not be left unattended.   
b.) The new generation 
 Although predominately elderly people populate Yatzachi, a small group of young 
people exists that has born and raised in the town.  Indeed, 16% of the survey population was 
under age fifteen.  For these youth, international migration seems to no longer be a viable 
option, as they have seen recent attempts at undocumented migration by other Yatzachitecos 
fail.  Their parents are encouraging their education, sending them to secondary and high 
schools in nearby towns, often having to pay their room and board for them to stay during the 
week.  These young people are usually not interested in fieldwork or in continuing 
agricultural lifestyles. They aspire to be engineers, doctors, or computer technicians.   
 Nahum is an example of this. His parents have never left the region, but have no land 
or home in their own name in Yatzachi. They borrow homes to live in, and his dad does paid 
cargos every year to help make ends meet.  Nahum is their eldest child, and they are taking 
great pains to send him to another town, approximately 45 minutes away by bus, to a newly 
established high school that focuses on communal education in indigenous communities. 
Although Nahum must engage in a labor exchange as the ÒcostÓ of his school tuition, thus 
making his studies free, his family still pays his passage and clothing and any supplies he 
may need.  Children like Nahum are a conundrum for many Yatzachitecos.  Although the 
town needs all the physical residents it can get, most parents are aware that it will be difficult 
for their children to find any gainful employment in the town.  As they attempt to do their 
best as parents by providing children with educational opportunities, they also know that they 
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are potentially pushing away future generations of Yatzachitecos. They balance preparing 
them for a future outside of Yatzachi with the hope of instilling within them the importance 
of their heritage and their connection to their town, so that they will eventually return to it in 
whatever way they can.   
 
THE RETURNEES 
 The returnees are people who have left Yatzachi for a migration experience, but who 
have now returned to the town in some substantial way.  54% of the total survey population 
reported having returned after at least a year living outside the town.  While returnees may or 
may not reside year-round in Yatzachi, prolonged physical presence in the town is now an 
important part of their life.  They are thus more than just regular visitors.  Within the 
returnees are three sub-categories: the retiree, the failed migrant, and the corpse. 
a.) The retiree 
 The retirees are either retired in the United States or retired professionals within 
Mexico, and represent in many ways ÒsuccessÓ stories.  The fact that they are retired means 
that they have had a long career in which they have made money and now receive some type 
of pension.  Indeed, twenty- hree people in seventeen households (26% of the total 
households surveyed) reported receiving pensions.84  If they have worked in the United 
States, they are almost always documented and thus receive social security benefits.  If they 
have worked in Mexico as a teacher or government employee, they also receive a pension.  
                                                
84 10 are U.S. pensions (social security), 9 are teacher pensions, and 4 are from other sources (military, Mexican 
government, private firm).  This number, like other economic data, seems under-reported to me.  I met with 
many retired U.S. workers that I am confident receive social security income, but who denied to report it during 
our survey.  Several Yatzachitecos told me that no one would tell the truth about their income sources, 
emphasizing that it was too personal of a question.  Indeed, during several interviews people who had 
previously told of me their resources in informal conversations did not tell my research assistant or me about 
them during the survey.  This also occasionally happened with reporting on migration as well.   
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This source of income allows them to live quite well in Yatzachi, where expenses are low and 
where income can also be enhanced through subsistence production if needed.  Now, after 
completing years of hard work, they are fulfilling the ÒMexican DreamÓ – the dream of 
eventual return to one's hometown with enough economic resources to live well.  This dream 
is made possible in part by the resources that they have managed to maintain in the town 
itself.  They usually have a plot of land and a home (either inherited or one built with their 
own remittances) to which they can return.   
 Overall, the people in this sub-category alternate between being highly mobile and 
remaining more permanently in Yatzachi.  Of the total 168 people counted in the survey, 
twenty-one people (12%) reported not living in Yatzachi year-round (half lived for three 
months or less and half lived for three to nine months in Yatzachi).  Likewise, eighteen 
people reported owning homes outside of Yatzachi (in Oaxaca, Mexico City, and Los 
Angeles).  Their mobility or sedentariness depends on various factors: their family members 
and their location, their participation in the cargo system, and the status of their health. The 
most popular reason (with twenty-three respondents) why they had returned from migrating 
nationally and internationally was to be with family members (other reasons included to care 
for an ill person (8), to retire (6), to do a cargo (6), because they did not like their destination 
(4), and to be in their pueblo (4).   
 Several, especially those whose health is still good, remain in Yatzachi year-round. 
They actively engage in cargos and town life, and they often plant corn and raise livestock, 
not necessarily out of economic need, but more for entertainment and something to keep 
them occupied.  An example of this is Edgar and Elena.  After he worked 40 years in the 
postal service in Mexico City and she worked for decades in housecleaning, they returned to 
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Yatzachi to enjoy their retirement.  As Edgar told me, all his friends in the postal service are 
jealous of him.  When they retired, they wanted to experience a more peaceful lifestyle 
outside of the city, but they have no pueblo to return to, nor money to travel to other parts of 
Mexico.  Edgar and Elena see this time as their playtime – the time they have to enjoy their 
life before they are too ill and elderly to care for themselves.   The doctor told Edgar that lots 
of fresh air and physical exercise would help control his diabetes. He bought a horse as an 
excuse to get out into the fields everyday.  Likewise, he has been fulfilling his cargos, even 
serving as municipal president one year.  Since they know this period is perhaps fleeting, as 
once their health begins to fail, they will most likely have to go to the United States or to 
Mexico City to live with their children, they attempt to enjoy it as much as possible.   
 Another example is JosŽ.  A retired teacher, never married and without children, José 
returned to Yatzachi decades ago.  He engages in agriculture and raises livestock, more for 
hobby than out of necessity, and he has been an active participant in community cargos and 
town issues.  He is seen as a leader of the town and the larger micro-region, given his 
prestigious background in regional education.  He has devoted a large amount of his time to 
cultural projects, working on a Zapoteco language project and the preservation of cultural 
heritage in a book he has written with other Yatzachiteco leaders.  Although José has a home 
in Oaxaca City, he rarely leaves Yatzachi, mostly because, as he claims, his sheep need him.  
He rents his Oaxaca home to family members and friends.  Like JosŽ, Abel is a retired 
schoolteacher who also engages in community service in Yatzachi.  Unlike Jorge, however, 
Abel spends more time going back and forth between Oaxaca City and Yatzachi.  His grown 
children live in Oaxaca, and he and his wife often take care of their grandchildren in their 
home in Oaxaca.  When Abel is called for a cargo, however (which is usually every other 
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year), he returns to Yatzachi full-time, only visiting Oaxaca City on occasion.  Ramona, yet 
another retired teacher, navigates regularly between Oaxaca City, where her grandchildren 
live, and Yatzachi, where her elderly mother resides.  She makes weekly trips to Yatzachi, 
mostly on the weekends, and returns to Oaxaca City to babysit her grandchildren during the 
week.  Because of her ongoing presence in Yatzachi and because she is a single woman, she 
has been called regularly for cargos, which she tries to fulfill during her weekend visits.   
  In comparison to Yatzachitecos retired from careers in Mexico, those who retire in the 
United States become more mobile as Yatzachi becomes one of several important sites in 
their transnational lives.  Going to Los Angeles to visit family, pay income taxes, or for a 
yearly doctor's visit requires a larger financial and time commitment than a simple trip to 
Oaxaca City.  For this reason, many of these migrants divide up their time between Yatzachi 
and the United States in larger chunks.  Gema is an example of this.  Emilia and her husband 
are recently retired, she from housework in Beverly Hills with wealthy employers and he 
from working as the caretaker at a church.  Gema loves to be in Yatzachi cooking, planting, 
and taking care of the fields.  She has labored long and hard to build a well-furnished 
beautiful multi-storied home in the town.  However, she and her husband also own a home in 
Los Angeles that they still make payments on, renting part of it to cover their mortgage.  
Although they have no children, the financial responsibility to their home in California 
means that usually one of them needs to be there to collect rent and make house payments.  
She often spends several months a year in Yatzachi, but returns regularly to the United States 
to make sure that things are in order.  When called for cargos because of their presence in the 
town, they regularly pay a fellow Yatzachiteco to do the cargo in her husband's name instead 
of committing to an entire year in the town.   
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 Manuel, a man in his late eighties, is another example of a retiree who divides up his 
time between multiple sites. Unlike Gema, however, he is tied to the United States because of 
his family and his medical treatments.  A migrant who did seasonal work in agricultural fields 
in California for years, Manuel, now a widower, divides his time evenly between Yatzachi, 
his home in Oaxaca City, and his son's homes in Texas and California.  He frequently comes 
to Yatzachi to check on his house and any flowers h has planted.  He laments that he no 
longer plants corn, but the job is too physically difficult for him.  Recovering from cancer, he 
also has regular doctor's visits in California, and every few months flies there to visit his 
oncologist and then usually to visit his son in Texas.  Having completed his cargos as a 
younger man, he no longer officially contributes to town governance in Yatzachi.  His 
presence in the town is minimal, but regular. 
 Roberto is yet another man who has returned to Yatzachi as a retiree. Roberto is 
recently retired from more than twenty years of work in a biomedical production plant in Los 
Angeles.  For several decades he came to Yatzachi rarely, mostly as an occasional visitor. 
Once his mother, a housekeeper in Los Angeles, returned to live in Oaxaca, his visits became 
more frequent.  However, upon his mother's death, he decided to fulfill a promise he had 
made to her, to reconstruct her decaying home in the town.  Because he began to engage in 
construction work on a building in Yatzachi, he was soon called for a town cargo. He 
declined the cargo and declined to pay someone to fulfill it for him, promising that he would 
do it in person when he retired.  A few months after his retirement, he was elected to be town 
secretary and he returned for a year to fulfill his cargo.  His wife stayed mostly in Los 
Angeles, not wanting to leave their grandchildren and adult children behind.  He bought a 
washing machine and a television, along with a gas stove, and a new four-door pickup, and 
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drove up to Yatzachi to settle in for the year.  His nice clothes, new pickup truck and well re-
built house immediately made him one of the wealthiest people living in Yatzachi.85  After 
his year of cargo, he was allowed to rest, and then the following year was renamed to an even 
more important cargo.  As Roberto has stayed in Yatzachi, his ties to Los Angeles have 
lessened.  His visits have become only for the necessary – a doctor's visit to monitor his 
diabetes, a visit to pay his income taxes, etc.  He has resettled in his homes in Oaxaca, Puerto 
Escondido, and Yatzachi, dividing his time between all three.  In Yatzachi, he hires women to 
help him clean and cook on occasion, but mostly takes care of his own domestic chores.  He 
loves to be in the town, but hates the close-minded gossip of his townsfolk and the relentless 
commitment of a cargo (every day of the year, morning and night).  To deny a cargo though, 
would mean that he could not return to Yatzachi on a regular basis.  
 Carmela also returned to Yatzachi from the United States due to her responsibility as 
a parent, but unlike Roberto, has had a differ nt experience.  In her mid-sixties, she has lived 
in Yatzachi off and on for the past few years in order to care for her elderly father who died 
recently after reaching the age of 100.  While Carmela is in Yatzachi, her husband remains in 
Los Angeles, working at a church school as a handyman.  He returns every year for several 
weeks to plant their cornfields.  Once he is gone, Carmela must hire workers to clean and 
harvest the corn, and she also pays someone to fulfill town cargos in her name (for a fee), 
given that her caretaker duties do not allow her to do fieldwork or community service.  
Although Carmela and her husband currently divide their time and lives between California 
and Yatzachi, their plans are to settle in the town.  They never bought a house in the United 
States, preferring not to deal with debt, and instead invested their money in their modern one-
                                                
85 The display of consumption goods, new clothes, etc. has long been a way to m rk migrant difference. See 
Gidwani and Sivaramakrishan (2003). 
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story home in Yatzachi.  Likewise, their only child lives in Oaxaca with their grandchildren, 
making family ties in Los Angeles less important.   
 The return of retired migrants is a dream come true for the community itself, as they 
breathe life into the town.  Their time working outside of Yatzachi usually has given them 
new skills and experiences – if not via formal education, through their work activities – and 
they apply these skills and energy to communal institutions.  Likewise, their steady income 
from pensions allows them to make economic contributions to Yatzachi through the hiring of 
laborers for planting and construction purposes.  Return is conditioned, however, by several 
things: gender, family, economic responsibilities (for example property in other areas), and 
land and belongings in Yatzachi.   
b.) The ÒfailedÓ migrant  
 This is someone who either had bad luck (she was deported, had to return 
prematurely due to a family illness or death), did not like living outside of Yatzachi, or whose 
vices (usually alcohol abuse) made it difficult for him to stay in migrant destinations.  Some 
of them returned to Yatzachi decades ago, and although they have spent most of their lives in 
the town, they are still considered to have been migrants.  Others are younger, casualties of 
Los Angeles street gang culture and tightening immigration enforcement.  These people can 
usually be found full-time in Yatzachi.  The older generation of failed migrants has largely 
accepted the need to live in Yatzachi permanently.  The younger generation may try to seek 
employment in urban centers, but a return trip to the United States is seen as unlikely – as a 
costly and potentially deadly risk.  The lack of a well-established migrant smuggler contacts 
also makes further attempts at international migration untenable.   
Overall, this sub-category has been effectively shut out of migration’s economic 
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benefits, usually not having accrued enough monetary resources before their untimely 
departure from the United States that could serve as a savings cushion.  Their economic 
resources are thus more limited and subsistence agriculture is more of a necessity.  They 
often conduct day labor, but they also seem to “specialize” in the fulfilling of cargos for pay 
in another town member’s name.  Fulfilling a ÒpaidÓ cargo for a migrant is yet another 
important way that absence has created more remunerated labor opportunities in Yatzachi.  
An average cargo payment for a cargo of lesser responsibility is about $1,600 pesos per year.  
Some, even though they have officially given all of their own cargo services expected of 
them, will continue doing cargo for payment.  
 Pablo is an example of a failed migrant.  After spending four years (from 1976 to 
1980) in the United States working in a restaurant, he was deported.  He never attempted to 
make the journey again, and has lived in Yatzachi for the rest of his life.  Upon his return to 
the town, he once again began doing town cargos, even serving as municipal president.  
Because of his continual cargo service, he has ÒretiredÓ from the cargo system.  He often 
does paid cargos (especially as a policeman) for migrants who cannot return.  His home is 
one of the few homes not made of conrete, bur rather of old adobe.  Besides occasionally 
doing day labor (but hindered by his advanced age), he raises livestock and works in the 
fields.  His knowledge of mezcal production is sought out by others, and he recently 
participated in forming a mezcal production cooperative in the town.   
 Two young men demonstrate the younger generation of failed migrants. They both 
left for the United States in the early 1990s when they were teenagers.  They crossed the 
border illegally, and soon found work in restaurants. Both married documented migrants and 
had several children, and although their wives had papers and their children were born as 
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U.S. citizens, they themselves never managed to get legal documentation.  They were both 
deported after spending time in prison on assault charges.  Both now reside in Yatzachi, 
engaging in community cargos and caring for elderly parents.  Their children remain in the 
United States, but an unauthorized return to El Norte is an option that seems far removed.  
Likewise, a few women in their late twenties and early thirties also demonstrate younger 
failed migrants.  Both were caught crossing the border illegally, were deported, and have 
decided not to venture north again. One has remained in the town, living with her elderly 
mother, and the other has gone to seek employment and pursue further studies in Oaxaca 
City.  Because they are single women who still maintain connections with the town, they are 
both called regularly to fulfill community cargos.  
 The category of the failed migrant, like the retiree, is an important one for the 
reproduction of Yatzachi's communal life.  They both participate actively in community 
cargos. However, the reasons why they do so are different.  For many retirees, return to 
Yatzachi is about the realization of a dreamed-of future, a promise to a loved one, or the need 
to care for an elderly family member.  Engaging in communal labor is a necessity to maintain 
their ability to regularly return to the town, but it is also a way to give back to the 
community.  For many of the failed migrants, living in Yatzachi is not the realization of a 
longed-for return to their homeland.  Although in leaving Yatzachi their goal was most likely 
to return to it one day, this envisioned return was not forced, but made on one's own terms. 
Returning before one has had a chance to become ÒsuccessfulÓ means that Yatzachi is a place 
of resignation rather than a dream finally realized.  Thus, in some ways, failed migrants are 
seen as trapped within the community, forced to carry on communal life because of their 
 
 145 
inability to leave.86 
c.) The corpse, or near-corpse  
 This is the most permanent form of return to Yatzachi.  Although return to Yatzachi is 
a dream for many, for some it is only realized once they are dead or near death.  While some 
Yatzachitecos choose to be buried in the places where they have spent most of their lives and 
where their families are now established, others make known that their ultimate wish is to lie 
in the graveyard of Yatzachi, side by side with generations of deceased family members.   In 
order to fulfill this last wish, some migrants will return to Yatzachi for their last days.  Others 
will make their final journey over thousands of miles once they are corpses.  As one 
Yatzachiteco told me, if you are buried in Yatzachi, not just your family members, but also 
your friends can come and visit you.  Plus, in many cases, it is actually cheaper to send a 
body from California to Oaxaca for burial than it is to bury the body in Los Angeles.     
 I had the privilege of meeting Oscar in Yatzachi before he died.  His diagnosis of 
stomach cancer prognosticated only a few months to live.  Although he told me that he 
enjoyed living in Oaxaca City, Los Angeles, and Yatzachi equally, he pointed to the trees in 
his yard in Yatzachi and informed me, “right now I like to live here, well,” he paused, 
“because I've lived my life. Because I'm about to die. I'm a bit sick with stomach ulcers. But I 
really really liked to plant things. I planted these trees.”  “You have a lot of trees here” I 
lamely responded, unsure of how to talk to someone who so clearly knew he was facing 
death – and soon.  “Right?” he said, looking around him. “They're beautiful,” I exclaimed.   
The next time I saw Oscar was on Day of the Dead, a few months later, when his family went 
                                                
86 Failed migrants as well as new settlers and hold-outs are those who are mostly likely to do cargos for 
payment.  In nine different households at least one member reported having been paid to do a cargo in someone 
else's name.  While the payment varies according to cargo (the more prestigious the cargo, the more it costs), for 
a police officer, one of the lowest cargos, income was about $15,000 pesos a year.   
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to visit him in the Yatzachi graveyard to place flowers andcandles on his gravestone. 
 Sandra, a woman in her eighties who spent many years laboring in agricultural fields 
with her husband in Oxnard, California, told me that they returned to “rest in the graveyard.”  
Her husband is very ill, and one day, as they were sitting in their house in Oxnard, she 
suggested that they return to Yatzachi.  They were not working anymore – as she says, they 
were “sitting around doing nothing.” She said, “We've worked, we've lived. Now it is time to 
rest.” According to her, it was better to come back to Yatzachi still alive than as a corpse – 
the cost for the family was less that way.  Antonio was a young man whom I only met as a 
corpse.  A young migrant and a great musician, he died tragically in Los Angeles, leaving 
behind a wife and small child.  His body, accompanied by his family members, arrived in 
Yatzachi a few days later.  As the funeral events began, the whole community helped to 
prepare meals, dig his grave, and honor his life.   
 Although one's burial in Yatzachi signifies eternal rest in the graveyard, it also, 
especially for the non-evangelicals who still practice Catholic traditions, signifies the 
repeated return of one's spirit at least once a year during Day of the Dead.  The town bells are 
what call the spirits back a few days before the events of Day of the Dead.  Their family 
members go to the graveyard to invite the spirits to come and visit their homes, where they 
have created altars full of the things that the deceased enjoyed while alive (bread, mole, 
cigarettes, beer).  On the last day of the celebration, they return their loved one's spirits to the 
graveyard, usually saying goodbye to them with the help of the community band.  Since only 
someone buried in Yatzachi can be guaranteed that their spirit will return to the town, burial 
in the town graveyard signifies the ultimate eternal return of not only one's body, but also 
one's spirit, to Yatzachi.  
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THE ABSENT ONES 
 Sometimes you do not matter until you are not there.  This is what the category of the 
Òabsent onesÓ helps illuminate.  In this category I place two sub-categories, Òthe lost onesÓ 
and “the absent yet present.” This category is perhaps a bit tricky, as it can in some ways 
include other categories.  For example, if an occasional migrant is not able to return for a 
fiesta or a family member’s death, he could potentially be considered an “absent one.” 
However, despite its potential fluidity, I utilize this category to discuss those who tend to be 
more permanently absent.  
a.) The absent yet present 
 This sub-category can be filled by numerous types of people – schoolteachers born in 
Yatzachi but living in Mexico City, a nurse in Los Angeles who never lived in Yatzachi, but 
who visited it as a child, or an elderly migrant who lived decades in Yatzachi but who is now 
in a hospital bed in Oaxaca City.  However, what unites these people into one sub-category is 
the way they attempt to connect to Yatzachi, even despite their absence.  Indeed, their 
absence thus creates a type of presence in a different way.  I explore this presence through 
ethnographic snippets:  
Situation 1:  It was around noon, and the rockets were lit, announcing that it was time 
to for the donating of the bull, the main source of meat that would feed the hundreds of 
visitors coming for Yatzachi's fiesta.  I hurried out of my home and up the steep path toward 
the municipal offices to arrive at the front of the large stone church.  The donation of the bull 
had consumed all of my day.  At 5:00 a.m. I went to Concepción's house to help with 
preparations.  Concepción's son, a young U.S. migrant, sent money for the purchase of the 
bull. As Concepción had told me a few days previously, he was donating the bull in honor of 
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a ÒpromesaÓ he had made.  She didn't know all the details, and as a worried mother, didn't 
want to. All she knew was that he had been in a difficult situation and that he had promised 
God he would give something back to Yatzachi if he got out of it.  Many migrants who make 
promesas usually return themselves to carry it out.  Since Concepción's son is undocumented, 
he couldn't be present at the fiesta (the return trip to the United States was too risky and 
costly). The bull was thus bought to stand in for his absence. 
In the morning, about twenty of us worked to help prepare both a breakfast and a 
lunch for the whole town in honor of the donation.  Some of us served tamales and a 
chocolate corn drink to about 100 people, while others worked on the goat barbeque for 
lunch.  Numerous women came in and out to make tortillas as quickly as they could.  Overall, 
I estimate that the food preparation for these two meals took around 125 hours (of both men 
and women's work), with the slaughtering of the goats, and the making of the tamales and 
tortillas.  Now it was time for the big event! I arrived just in time.  The bull was enormous. 
He had three ropes attached to him, with five men manning each rope.  The town band was 
off to one side, and a group of women holding flowers huddled in front of the church doors.  
A family member announced that the Bull was being donated by Concepción’s son, and it was 
his desire that it serve as food for the entire town during the fiesta.  Concepción would now 
present the bull.  She moved forward, grabbed one of the ropes, quietly gave thanks to God, 
and then turned over the rope to the head of the fiesta committee, who thanked her.  As the 
band struck up a number, the bull and its twelve escorts trotted off toward the fiesta house, 
where it was soon slaughtered.  Everyone returned to the house where a whole new round of 




Situation 2: It was about 10:00 p.m. and the fiesta dance was just about to get 
underway in the town of Yalalag, one of the largest towns in the Villa Alta district and the site 
of the largest and best fiestas.  During the early evening, local bands had played more 
traditional tunes, but now the big act, a professional musical group from Mexico City, was 
about to start its show.  But before they began, it was time to thank the migrants.  A 
spokesperson for the fiesta committee spent almost twenty minutes reading a list of all the 
people in Los Angeles who had donated money to the fiesta and how much they donated.  
Many of these people were unable to attend the fiesta that year due to the economic situation 
in the United States, and the town wanted to honor their participation from afar.  They made 
present their absence, even if just for a few moments, and reminded the fiesta-goer  that 
many of the events they were enjoying were courtesy of their remittances.    
 
Figure 4.3: The presence of absence: donating the bull 
 Concepci—nÕs son and the other migrants, despite their absence, indeed perhaps bec u e 
of their absence, manage to have a great effect on the town fiesta.  In the case of 
Concepción’s, hundreds of people are fed thanks to his efforts, and even though he is not 
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physically there to give of his labor to fiesta efforts, his bull donation mobilizes the labor of 
numerous others.  Indeed, his labor is not absent from this whole situation, even though it is 
not enacted in Yatzachi itself.  He has worked long hard hours in Los Angeles as a bus boy in 
a popular Mexican restaurant.  The money earned from these efforts is what purchased the 
bull.  The bull is thus his offering of labor once removed.  It is a means of engaging with 
communal life in Yatzachi despite physical absence.  Likewise, the remittances from 
community members for the Yalalag fiesta are a type of belonging from afar, in which money 
serves as a vehicle for labor value that is given new meaning as a type of long-distance 
membership.  The contestations over this type of presence and absence and belonging from 
afar will be taken up further in the following chapter, but here it demonstrates an important 
way in which some people relate to Yatzachi.   
b.) The lost ones 
The lost ones matter most in their absence.  They are the ones who have left Yatzachi, 
who have established lives elsewhere, and who have never come back.  They likewise do not 
engage with YatzachiÕs transnational community – they have lost touch with Yatzachi 
communal events performed in Los Angeles or Mexico City.  While they are difficult 
subjects to capture via ethnography, or even historical record, they are remembered via their 
loss – recorded in the reduced number of inhabitants in the census records, remembered as 
the laborers behind the construction of roads and town buildings.  They are present through 
both their absence and through their potentiality, because as long as Yatzachi still exists, they 
are not completely lost – indeed, part of the beauty of this relationship of absence is that it 





 Besides the fact that one's physical relationship serves as a way to organize various 
people's relationships with Yatzachi, physical presence (or absence) from Yatzachi is also an 
important way in which Yatzachitecos define their status as citizens of Yatzachi.  While all 
people born in Yatzachi are considered to be Yatzachitecos, not all Yatzachitecos are seen as 
being equal.  Those who have engaged more in service to the community (those who have 
been physically present to “suffer” through communal labors) are seen as those who have the 
most rights within Yatzachi.   However, while most agree that those who have stayed in the 
town and done community service have the most moral authority, migration has meant that 
the definition of Yatzachiteco and Yatzachiteco participation has come to be challenged and 
expanded (as demonstrated in the example of the Òabsent yet presentÓ sub-category).  The 
tensions between different groups within this typology surrounding the issue of communal 








REVALUING LAND AND LABOR  
 
ÒThere are people [migrants] who have property here, and they return and build nice houses, 
but later they go again, and they don't really collaborate with the pueblo. Our situation is 
difficult.  If all of those from Yatzachi who live in other places would unite to give life to the 
community of Yatzachi, it would be more full of life. Yatzachi is dying. That's why I think that 
all of us who still can should help, so that we don't let Yatzachi die out.” – Juvenal, return 
migrant   
This chapter explores the way in which key aspects of Yatzachi’s communal system – 
communal land and comunal labor – are remade through migration.  Communal land is the 
means and communal labor is the method through which Yatzachi, like other towns in the 
Sierra Norte, has created and maintained an alternative system of value.  However, migration, 
by fundamentally challenging the structure of communal life via migrant absence and 
introducing new forms of production, circulation and value realization (via labor 
commodification), has altered the terms of communal life and labor.  Yatzachitecos near and 
far thus reformulate practices of labor, belonging, citizenship, and gender by renegotiating 
their relationship with both the communal and the capitalist systems. 
In many ways, land and labor are difficult to separate out in Yatzachi, and for this 
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reason, I treat them together in this chapter.87  As described in the first chapter, the overall 
guiding logic of Yatzachi’s communal system is the reproduction of communal life (Martínez 
Luna 2010).  This is accomplished through several elements:  the foundation of communal 
land, the practices of communal labor (tequios and cargos), communal governance 
(assemblies), and communal celebrations (fiestas).  Land defines and determines notions of 
the community – both its physical space as well as its conceptualizations of membership.  
The territorial foundation of each community allows for practices of self-determination (via 
both local production and local governance).88  Labor is the method through which 
communal practices are upheld and the action through which understandings of value are 
constructed.  It is the way in which belonging is demonstrated and earned and leadership is 
practiced.  Participation in communal labor thus gives individuals rights to participate as full 
citizens in the decision-making body of the town – the assembly.  The assembly chooses 
leaders not to represent citizens, but to fulfill their commands (to lead through obeying).  
Communal celebrations are the moments when membership is celebrated, cooperation is 
valued, and identity is reaffirmed.89 
                                                
87 Wolford’s work on the concept of spatial imaginaries (2004a; 2004b) and moral economies (Wolford 2005) is 
useful for thinking about how land is given different meanings according to particular historical production 
relations, and how differing labor practices in relation to land can result in notions of entitlement and claim-
making. 
 
88 While I do not enter into this conversation here, s e Baletti (2012) on ideas of land versus territory.  
 
89 The way that communal celebrations have been remade through migration is a common topic in migration 
literature.  While it was commonly thought that fiesta served a type of ÒlevelingÓ role in indigenous 
communities by redistributing wealth among town citizens (i.e. by calling the most economically successful 
individuals to serve as fiesta sponsors, or mayordomías) (Cancian 1965), migration has created new meanings 
for the fiesta.  The town's annual patron saint fiesta is one of the most common moments for migrants to return 
for visits to their community.  It thus has become a way to demonstrate membership despite sustained physical 
absence, a way to envision a shared past and a shared future for community members near and far (Burrell 
2005; Mountz and Wright 1996), and a way to emphasize new economic success and reformulate class relations 
(Gonzalez 1999).  As Burrell writes, “It has consequently become the ground on which concepts of community 
and family are renegotiated and enacted and terms of belonging are (re)establishedÓ (2005,13).  Douglas 
Massey goes so far to say that the patron saint festival's primary function is no longer to honor the saint per se, 
but Òmore a celebration of the return of los ausentes, the absent onesÓ (1986, 105).  In Yatzachi, the fiesta is all 
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Yatzachi demonstrates that it is challenging to maintain practices of communal life in 
a ghost town.  Communal labor is demanding and time consuming, but necessary for 
practices of self-organization and self-determination.  Without it, towns like Yatzachi would 
cease to function.  Yatzachitecos have met the challenge of maintaining communal labor in a 
town marked by migrant absence by altering various aspects of cargo and tequio.  However, 
what Yatzachitecos cannot alter is the absolute requirement of live warm bodies to fulfill 
cargo posts.  Thus, they have engaged in a struggle that touches on the core of alternative 
valuations of labor – what labor means, whether labor can be abstracted and then substituted 
(particularly with money), where the appropriate “sites” of labor are (in Yatzachi or 
elsewhere), and how all this challenges the common claims of certain types of labor as being 
linked to belonging, rights, and local citizenship.  In many ways, these debates have centered 
on how to emphasize the importance of presence while valuing the different ways in which 
absence and the presence of absence is both necessary and productive to Yatzachi's 
communal system.   
These debates also raise another point to consider: the role of land.  As I will 
demonstrate, land is no longer the key mechanism through which the town practices 
traditional forms of economic autonomy (via local production and subsistence agriculture).  
While agricultural production still does occur, it is done in lesser amounts and for different 
reasons.  Most people living in Yatzachi rely on pensions, remittances, government cash-
transfer programs, and wage-labor in order to meet their needs.  Thus, if land is no longer 
primarily about subsistence production and a method through which labor is valued via the 
products of agricultural work, what has become of it?  I argue that it has come to be revalued 
                                                                                                                                                  
these things, and following Massey, it is the ultimate moment when presence is realized.  However, as the 
previous chapter elaborated, it is also the key and perhaps most appropriate moment in which the presence of 
absence is felt. 
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in different ways by different people.  For the communal system more broadly, part of its 
revaluation is as a tool to realize and promote migrant presence.    
 In what follows, I first examine the relationship between migration, land, and 
production, exploring how land has come to have different meanings and importance for 
different groups of people in Yatzachi and beyond.  I then turn toward the question of 
communal labor.  I first give an ethnographic snapshot of the key elements of communal 
labor and belonging: cargos, tequios, and the assembly, to help explore what these practices 
look like in daily life.  Next, I detail how migrants have attempted to engage in communal 
life from afar and the role that labor and money have played in their attempts to continue a 
connection to Yatzachi.  Following that, I review how attempts at belonging from afar have 
been met with skepticism and how people within the town have found ways to emphasize the 
importance of physical presence, rather than money, for the continuity of the communal 
system.  Overall, I hope to demonstrate how Yatzachitecos both near are far are working with 
presence and absence in their attempts to reconfigure labor and belonging in order to 
maintain the town's system of communal governance, which not only represents a way of life 
but an alternative formation of valuing labor in the world. 
 
LAND AND PRODUCTION 
Originally, the procurement of land was a main goal for many early migrants (male 
and female alike).  Gathering money to buy one's own piece of land on which to build a 
home or expand crop production was important for many migrants, especially early braceros.  
However, with Yatzachi's rapid population decline in the 1970s and the more permanent 
migration of entire families (see Chapter 3), agricultural production began to dwindle.  
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Where there were once well-tended fields of corn, beans, and tomatoes, now there are trees 
and overgrown bushes and grass.  While this has consequences for production schemas and 
livelihood options, it also has a deeper impact.  A conversation with the leader of one of 
Yatzachi's hamlets demonstrated this.  We were standing on the second floor balcony of the 
town offices.  In front of us we could see the deep river ravine and on the other side, land 
overgrown with trees and bushes.  He told me to look at the land on the other side of the river 
and said emphatically, Òthat is a disease.  It is going to kill us.”  A little confused, I asked for 
clarification. He explained, ÒThat mountainside used to be completely cultivated.  Now no 
one is working the land. Even those that still live here just live off of remittances. They don't 
want to work the land anymore.  If they don't do it, this place and this way of life are going to 
die out.”   
By talking about a “way of life,” it seems that he was referring not only to the 
production of corn, beans, and squash for subsistence purposes, but also to the cultural and 
historical significance this production has had for communal systems.  While I agree that 
indeed a lifestyle of subsistence milpa agriculture is largely dying out in Yatzachi, this 
process is much more complex than it seems.  While migration has taken away the able-
bodied agricultural laborers that made towns like Yatzachi largely self- ufficient, leaving the 
fields overgrown, this does not mean that land and agricultural production have no role or 
importance in Yatzachi today.  In what follows, I explore the production of three agricultural 
crops: maize, sugarcane, and maguey to examine how land and relationships of agricultural 
production in Yatzachi are being reformulated in different ways by different actors.  By 
exploring these relationships, we can see how migration has not necessarily destroyed rural 




It was a clear day in mid-June. Early summer rains had loosened the ground enough 
for planting.  From the front porch of the house where I rented a room, I could see two 
figures working on a steep hillside across the town.  I quickly gathered my things and walked 
across town and up the hill meet up with Laura90 and her teenage daughter. They were 
planting corn, and I had asked Laura if she would let me help them.  The land had ben 
plowed, probably with the help of the only pair of oxen still found in the town. It was still 
very rocky though, and off to one side Laura was burning dry brush.  She and her daughter 
had been hard at work for several hours.  After observing for a while, I started to do what I 
could.  I was given a gourd to tie around my waist that held corn and bean seeds.  We dug 
small holes with a spade and in each hole, placed five dried corn kernels, threesquash seeds, 
and three black beans, covering the hole with dirt af er placing the seeds in it.  The plot was 
small, but Laura, a new settler from the Mixe region, was hoping it would provide enough 
food for herself and her two teenage children for most of the year.  Remittances from her son 
and occasional day labor will also help support her financially.   
 
                                                




Figure 5.1: An elderly Yatzachiteco couple planting maize 
 Laura’s is one of forty-three households (65% of households surveyed) in Yatzachi 
that reported planting corn in the year of 2010.  The evidence that almost two-thirds of 
YatzachiÕs households produced corn surprised me.  As mentioned above, most agricultural 
land around Yatzachi has turned to brush.  However, tucked around people’s homes are small 
fields of corn.  All snuggly placed close to the “urban” center of Yatzachi, it seems that a 
good portion of Yatzachitecos are engaging in some type of maize production, even in a very 
small plot of land.  Indeed, my survey demonstrated that more than half of those who planted 
corn planted the equivalent of .13 hectares.91  This is a very small amount, and the average 
yield of these plots is only 87.5 kilos, providing about one-third of one rural person's corn 
                                                
91 Most Yatzachitecos measure their crops not in terms of land size, but in the amount of corn that they plant (in 
kilos).  On average, about 16 kilos of corn and 4 kilos of beans can be jointly planted in one hectare of land 
given soil and climate conditions in Yatzachi, yielding 700 kilos of corn and 150 kilos of beans (Carrasco 2008).  
In my survey, I found people planting a minimum of .25 kilos to a maximum of 20 kilos of corn.  The median 
value was 2 kilos of corn (meaning that more than half of corn producers planted 2 kilos or less).  This is well 
below the minimum of .25 hectares, meaning that most people who plant are planting very small amounts. 
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consumption per year.92  What explains this incredibly small-scale corn production in 
Yatzachi? Who is doing it, and why?  I explore this in what follows.   
Overall, maize production i  Yatzachi is done on a small scale for several reasons. 
According to López Carrasco (2008), growing corn and beans on a larger scale is actually 
done at a loss.  He calculates that the cost (of seeds, fertilizers, and labor) to produce a 
hectare of corn and beans in Yatzachi is $9,078 pesos. The yield of that hectare, 700 kilos of 
corn and 150 kilos of beans, can be sold for $6,450 pesos.  Thus, on average per hectare each 
producer loses $2,628 pesos. This low price for corn is largely due to corn deregulation, 
making it more economically rational to buy cheap government-distributed corn (R. J. 
Gonzalez 2001).  However, for people like Laura who do not have the cash to buy corn, 
production is necessary.  She uses no fertilizer, and relies only on family labor, thus limiting 
her costs of production.  This, however, also limits the size of her field.  She farms only what 
she and her daughter can do themselves.  Laura is able-bodied and used to fieldwork. 
However, others, especially the elderly, have also found it difficult to maintain larger milpa 
plots.  They are limited in what they can physically do, and hiring laborers is also difficult, 
both because of their high cost and their relative scarcity.  David, a man in his late sixties 
who has spent most of his life in Yatzachi, explained to me, “Listen, for me to plant more 
corn is a lot more work. And basically, there arenÕt mosos [day laborers] to help me out.  
Even if there were, they cost a lot.”  The absence of their migrant children also precludes 
them from having ÒfreeÓ laborers.  The labor cost of producing larger amounts of corn is too 
great.  Another reason not to plant more corn is the lack of people to eat it.  Another elderly 
                                                
92 Overall corn consumption per year per rural person is estimated to be 285 kilos. This estimation is taken from 
the Carrasco survey (he estimates that people consume .8 kilos of corn per day in rural areas.  Other corn 
citations are the following:  http://www.cedrssa.gob.mx/?doc=2247 however, they are national and do not 
account for the rural/urban divide.   
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hold-out informed me that he continues to plant just a little “just near my house.”  His wife 
died several years ago, and without her help (both in the field and in making food for the 
workers), planting more is not possible.  Plus, he has fewer mouths to feed, and less need for 
large corn harvests.  Overall, the small amount of corn production means that most 
households must also purchase corn. Indeed, half of the surveyed households reported buying 
corn in the previous year.   
 The people mentioned above are all people with limited monetary resources who rely 
upon subsistence agriculture, albeit on very small-sc e, to help them economically.  
However, others, who do not necessarily need to grow their own maize, also engage in 
production.  This occurs for several reasons.  First, corn production is also a key cultural 
practice that is not only an important part of productive, but also social life.  As Gonzalez 
(2001) argues, maize has not only been a source of food, but also a key medium of exchange 
with both the human and sacred worlds in the Sierra Norte.  Its production as well as its 
distribution (by offering gifts of maize to the needy, or giving it to those celebrating an 
important life event, or donating it to fiesta organizers, or using it as a sacred offering to the 
gods before planting) creates important relationships of exchange and reciprocity.  Gonzalez 
writes, “Thus, maize is not only an economic good but a medium through which certain 
social and moral obligations and responsibilities, particularly reciprocity (toward kin, 
neighbors, poorer villagers, and people in neighboring villages), must be met” (2001, 101). 
This is true in Yatzachi, especially in the practice of cultural and social events in the town.  
Funerals, weddings, and fiesta events (see Chapter 4) are all still important parts of 
Yatzachi’s transnational community that ideally take place in the town itself.  Practices of 
gift and labor exchange are still a part of these events, as participants come together to cook, 
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organize, clean, dance, or play in the band.  Time, money, and goods brought to these events 
are part of a process of informal social exchange.  Corn, as the foundation of food 
preparation, is always sought and welcomed.  Thus, corn production, albeit on a small scale, 
is still part of an alternative way of forming important social relationships in the town.  
Although migration has led corn production to decline, maize remains an important form of 
exchange and reciprocity.  Second, planting corn is both a way of life and, for some people, 
especially retired migrants, a way to “pass the time.” Even though economic necessity may 
not dictate their need for plots of corn, for many return migrants, getting back out in the 
fields is a way to stay healthy and active.  Plus, homegrown corn is always preferable over 
store-bought grain (that they argue might be genetically modified). 
However, there is indeed a section of the population that also does not plant at all.  
These include younger people that have a regular income source, especially those that work 
as day laborers or in construction (both new settlers and self-employed hold-outs and return 
migrants).  This labor, in combination with town cargos, leaves little time for planting one's 
own field, and subsistence is also not an economic necessity due to their wage income.  This 
group also includes those return migrants who are only around temporarily, and thus unable 
to follow a crop during an entire growing season, or who simply are not interested in 
agricultural production.   
 Overall, maize production has declined in quantity.  However, it still remains an 
important practice for almost two-thirds of those people who live in Yatzachi.  For some, like 
Laura, it is a necessity, as whatever agricultural production she can do with her own labor 
and no expensive inputs helps cut down on overall food expenses.  For others, it is simply a 
part of life, even if not economically necessary.  Yet for others, it is pastime and a way to stay 
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busy.  For all, however, it still is an important part of Yatzachi’s social system, as it (in 
combination with labor and other goods) still serves as a medium of social exchange for 
social and cultural events.   
Sugarcane  
Corn is not the only agricultural crop produced in Yatzachi.  Almost half of the 
households surveyed also produce panela.  This crop is not for subsistence.  It is primarily 
created to either give away to friends, family, or for social events, or in some cases, to sell. 
David, who produces and sells panela almost every year, told me that he rarely makes a 
profit, and that he mostly does it because he enjoys it and it helps him pass the time.  A few 
men own trapiches or old-fashioned machines run by horses that squeeze the sugarcane.  
This liquid is then boiled over an open fire until it finally becomes the right texture, at which 
point it is poured into molds to cool.  Trapiche owners charge for the use of their 
infrastructure, but only make a small profit (less than $50 dollars).  Panela production has 
become a source of pride for Yatzachitecos.  They claim they are one of the few towns in the 
region that still knows and practices the process of making panela, and several different 
panela experts are sought out to help people in the several days-long activity of cutting cane 
and then squeezing and boiling the cane juice.  While some day laborers are hired for this 
work (their pay is later offset by the selling of panela), a select group of panela producers do 
a Ògozona” labor exchange, in which they assist each other in the production process.  Often 
people will return from Oaxaca City and sometimes the United States to help their family 
members make panela, turning theprocess into a fun family event.  An example of this 
follows: 
About five people were at Telesforo’s “trapiche,” an old-fashioned machine run by 
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horses that squeezes the juice out of sugarcane.  Telesforo himself was sitting next to a vat of 
sugarcane juice boiling over a large fire, another man was sitting next to the cane squeezer, 
putting the long thin cane sticks into the machine, while yet another sat on the opposite end 
to catch the cane debris.  A fourth person was walking behind the horse, which, tethered to 
the machine, was walking in a circle to keep the wheels turning.   Another two people were 
sitting on a fallen log under a makeshift hut, eating a lunch of tortillas and beans before 
going back to the nearby field and cutting cane.  They were all men, except for one woman 
who often does fieldwork for pay.  Some were helping out in a type of labor exchange, called 
“gozona.” Telesforo, a return retired migrant had helped them with theirs, and they were 
returning the favor.  A few, mainly the cane cutters, were being paid for their hard work.  
Overall, the labor-intensive process would provide Telesforo with hundreds of cakes of hard 
panela Ð a favorite addition to coffee Ð that he will consume or give away to friends, family, 
and those in charge of communal celebrations.   
 





Another agricultural product grown on Yatzachiteco land is maguey for the 
processing of the alcoholic beverage mezcal.  The production of maguey is, however, only 
done by about twenty percent of households surveyed.  What is interesting though is that 
these households are both migrant and non-migrant households.  Maguey used to be 
produced quite regularly in the Sierra, but with the rise in migration and the fall in maguey 
prices, the practice began to die out.  Only recently have different groups come to revisit it.  
One group includes several men who are prominent members of the community that have 
spent most of their time living in Yatzachi.  Through the help of municipal development 
funds, they created a palenque (maguey processing plant).  When I was doing fieldwork they 
had just begun their first round of mezcal production and hoped that it would serve a  a k y 
income source.  In contrast to them is Filberto, who has spent most of his life living in Los 
Angeles.  The following ethnographic snippet details his story. 
It was Filberto’s 64th birthday and I’d been invited to his home in Los Angeles to 
share a meal and a cake with him and his family.  I arrived at the small apartment on the 
second-floor of a duplex, and began to chat with Filberto about his ÒprojectÓ Ð his plan to 
create a mezcal distillery across the street from his house in Yatzachi.  It had ben several 
months since we had seen each other in Yatzachi.  He had ben there to check on his maguey 
plants and to deliver some of the machinery for the distillery.  He had since come back to his 
job working as a cook at a popular restaurant in the Los Angeles airport.  As he described to 
me how his mezcal project was coming along, including what he had planned for full 
operation once he retires at age 65 next year, his only daughter arrived.  She’s a math 
professor at a near-by university, with a young baby.  She gave him a loving hug and good-
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naturedly rolled her eyes at what she considers to be his rather hair-br ned project to return 
to Yatzachi and make mezcal.  
More than a decade ago (magueys take several years to mature) Filoberto and his 
brother began planning how they could enjoy retirement in Yatzachi.  Since their father had 
accumulated much land in the town, they wanted a way to use this land while at the same 
time giving something back to Yatzachi.  Their dream was to plant maguey and process it in 
the middle of town, providing employment to a few town members.  Over the last decade, 
they have coordinated their vacation days (one works as a dishwasher) to rotate visits to 
Yatzachi to check on their magueys. They have also designed a mezcal processing plant (of a 
more industrial nature than the one created by the other group) and, right in time with their 
retirement dates, have been working toward installing it in front of their house in the town.  
They are energized by their dream, by the plan of returning to Yatzachi and doing something 
Òproductive.Ó   
 Overall, while the production of maize is no longer the main source of livelihood in 
Yatzachi, the fact that production continues, albeit to a lesser extent, emphasizes the 
importance given to the social and cultural value of corn as part of the communal system. 
The continual production of panela demonstrates this logic as well, as panela is done for little 
economic profit, but more for diversion and a sense of skill and pride.  Additionally, the 
renewed focus on maguey demonstrates that dreams of Yatzachi as being able to produce 
financial gain through agricultural production still exist and are being put into action.  These 
issues also demonstrate how land and production have different meanings for different 
groups.  For those with the greatest economic need (largely those who have no income from 
migration), land is still a source of subsistence and corn production is still an important part 
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of livelihood strategies.  For those with other sources of income (retirees, and young people 
with day labor activities), corn production and panela production is more of a leisure activity, 
and an identity-constructing practice rather than an economic necessity.  It also helps bring 
families and friends together.  Beyond panela production, mezcal production has become a 
new way of viewing the land for hold-outs, failed migrants, and retirees – providing hope for 
all three of these categories in different ways: for the first two as a way to make economic 
gain, and for the third, as a way to realize a long-held dream of contributing to one’s town 
and in that way, being a Òsuccess.Ó 
 
YATZACHIÕS COMMUNAL LABOR PRACTICES: AN OVERVIEW 
 While the previous section explored the way in which land and production have come 
to be remade via migration, in this section I turned toward examining how labor and 
belonging are being reformulated.  While labor can have many facets in communal systems, 
one of its most important functions is the way in which it is seen as a form of embodied 
sacrifice for the collective good.  This regularly translates into the notion that performing 
communal labor is an obligation that once fulfilled allows the laborer to have rights and to 
become a full member of the community.  Migration, of course, alters this dynamic. My 
claim in this section is that migration does not fundamentally challenge the notion that labor 
equals communal rights.  What it does bring into the equation, however, is a question of the 
form that labor can take, especially as it is commodified into the money form in capitalist 
systems.  
 It takes a lot of work to run a town, even one of only two hundred people. The people 
who conduct communal labor are called “active” citizens.  They are either men or single 
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women who represent their household in front of the community.  A Yatzchiteca usually 
becomes an active citizen after she finishes her studies (be they primary, secondary, or high 
school).  If a young woman marries, she is removed from active citizenship as her husband 
now takes on the role of representing their household.  After life-long regular service, one 
can “retire” out of the system at age sixty.  Active citizens conduct communal labor through 
two main institutions: cargo and tequio.  The assembly is the space in which local citizenship 
rights, earned through cargo and tequio, are redeemed.  It is the highest town authority. In 
what follows, I describe cargo, tequio, and assembly as they currently occur in Yatzachi.  
 
Cargos 
 The main institution that ensures Yatzachi's daily functionality is the system of town 
cargos.  There are thirty-four cargo posts in Yatzachi (see chart below).  These posts are held 
on a yearlong basis, and are for the most part unpaid.  Men usually hold the most important 
cargos, those of the town council, or cabildo.  Single and widowed women are usually given 
cargos of lesser importance. 
 A typical day of town cargos begins early – around 6:00 a.m. when the fourteen 
policemen, who have slept all night on the floor of the municipal office's open-air corridor, 
pick up their blankets and straw mats and pack them away for the day.  Twelve of them return 
to their homes for an early-morning coffee. Two stay on guard until the afternoon, when they 
switch off with the next two replacements.  At 7:00 a.m. the cabildo members begin to arrive, 
along with the treasurer and the secretary. They open up the municipal offices and begin the 
day's work. By 7:30, they start making announcements on the town loudspeaker, calling 
certain people to come to the office, notifying the town that there will be a meeting of a 
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government program in the afternoon, or letting the citizens know that the electricity bills 
have arrived.  By 9:30 the activity has quieted down. Most of the cabildo members have 
returned to their homes to brunch and do what little fieldwork they can.  The president 
usually stays behind, reviewing documents and tying up loose ends.  Several times a week, 
the cabildo members travel to Oaxaca, meeting with government officials to solicit support 
for town projects, turning in official documents, or restocking the medicine supply of the 
town clinic.  Almost daily, members of the agricultural development committee go in one of 
the town dump trucks to go get a load of sand from the river.  A nearby town that is 
constructing a road needs it for construction purposes, and the committee makes a profit on 
the trip for the town coffers.  Around 10:30 only the two police officers are left with walkie-
talkies in order to summon the president or the trustee in case of a problem.  On  often naps 
on a bench while the other sweeps off the concrete s ps in front of the town offices.  Things 
are mostly quiet until around 7:00 p.m.  Members of the cabildo arrive, sitting in a semi-
circle in the main municipal office to attend public concerns.  People from Yatzachi and the 
other hamlets it oversees administratively begin to arrive on official business – to donate 
money for the band to go to a nearby fiesta, to make a complaint about an animal on the 
loose, to report a theft or a dispute.  People line up on the benches outside the municipality, 
waiting their turn to speak with the cabildo.  Around 8:30 p.m. the police begin to congregate 
in the corridor to report in.  Half an hour later, the cabildo leaves, the lights go out, and the 













   
 President  Head of the cabildo, is in charge of the town 





Serves as second in command after the president. Is the 
contact point for the Public Ministry, the district justice 
system.  In charge of all questions of justice that must be 
handed over to the state (severe crimes, etc.) and 
resolves with the cabildo local justice issues (petty theft, 
non-life threatening domestic violence, neighbor 
disputes, etc.). 
45  
 Alderman of the 
treasury (regidor 
de hacienda) 
In charge of monitoring the municipal budget. 45 
 Alderman of 
Public works 
(regidor de obras) 
In charge of planning and implementing public works, 
especially tequio.  Assigns people to tequio tasks, 
monitors tequio activities, prioritizes tequio works.  
45 
 Alderman of 
health (regidor de 
salud) 
Responsible for making sure that general health and 
well-being is met. Organizes the regular cleaning of 




   
 Treasurer Helps the town council to account for its money.   45 
 Secretary Elaborates official documents, birth and death registry, 










Monitors the removal of sand deposits on communal 
land by the river.  Maintains the machinery and vehicles 











Helps the president, responsible for keeping track of 
sales of sand and expenses for equipment maintenance. 
30 
 School committee 
(Padres de 
familia), President 
Coordinates with teachers to maintain and clean the 











 School committee, 
treasurer 
Helps the president and is responsible for keeping track 
of expenses and fundraisers.   
10 
 Health Clinic 
Committee 
(ComitŽ del centro 
de salud), 
President 
Works with the local doctor to coordinate building 
maintenance, cleaning, and medicinal supply.  
12 
 Health Clinic 
Committee, 
Secretary 
Helps the president and is in charge of official 
correspondence. 
12 
 Health Clinic 
Committee, 
Treasurer 
Helps the president and is responsible for keeping track 
of expenses.   
12 




Coordinates issues related to communal lands in 
Yatzachi 
5  
 Communal Goods, 
Secretary 
Assists the president with official documents 3 
 Constitutional 
Mayor (Alcalde) 
Deals with inheritances, wills, and testaments. Acts as a 
mediator in issues where the syndic needs assistance. 
2 
 Miller (Molinero) Opens the corn mill every morning to help citizens grind 
their corn for tortillas and provides maintenance of the 
mill’s machinery 
25 
 Police (polic’a) 
(14) 
Monitor and protect the municipality, deliver official 
municipal communiquŽs and notices, help with the 
application of municipal justice, dig graves for the dead.   






Chart 5.1: Municipal Cargos in Yatzachi 
 Cargos are not something one chooses to do; they are obligatory.  They are part of 
one’s duty as a Yatzachiteco.  Cargo holders are elected in a town assembly, and any active 
citizen (both those living in the town and outside it) can be nominated for a position.  Cargos 
are prestigious, but at the same time they are usually not sought-after, because they are also 
seen as burdens.  They are, as one former municipal president told me, a huge responsibility. 
He recalls the day he was nominated to be president.  ÒI got scared, because I just got this 
feeling and knew that it was a big responsibility.  Because when they elect you, you respond 
to the pueblo, you can't disappoint it.  They nominate you because they have confidence in 
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you, because they think that you can guide the town to move forward.Ó  Likewise, the intense 
time commitment of a yearlong cargo makes it difficult for many cargo-holders to engage in 
agricultural production or other forms of wage labor.  This often provides a financial stain for 
cargo holders, who receive little or no monetary remuneration for their work (the cabildo 
members and the secretary and treasurer receive a small stipend from the government that is 
not much more than $100 USD a month).   
 Yatzachi currently counts about sixty-five ÒactiveÓ citizens living in the town at any 
given moment.  This makes it increasingly difficult to find thirty-four people each year to 
engage in cargos.  Those who live in Yatzachi on a more permanent basis (hold-outs, etc.) 
have had to bear the brunt of this situation, filling cargos repeatedly and without much rest 
between obligations.  Migrants who have property in Yatzachi (homes mostly) or who visit 
the town quite regularly are also called upon to do cargos.  Migrants called back to Yatzachi 
to fulfill a cargo are often unable to do so.  They have jobs and families in their destination 
location, and taking off a full year to engage in non-paid community service is seen as a huge 
financial and personal sacrifice.  Those who absolutely cannot return are permitted to pay 
someone to do the cargo in their name.  It has become common for these migrants to pay 
people living in Yatzachi to fulfill a cargo in their name.  Usually these are cargos of lesser 
importance (police officer, school committee) that almost any citizens can fulfill.  The 
payments of $1,500 to $2,000 dollars serve as a cash income for those living in Yatzachi who 
struggle economically.  One return migrant described the payment of cargos as a type of 
mutual aid: ÒYou either return or you pay a person to do it [the cargo] for you. That's how it 
works. Thanks to that, we have maintained the pueblo.  Since so few people remain here, 
we've entered into a mutual aid arrangement, where the person in the U i ed States pays and 
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the person here does the cargo...a helpful exchange.Ó  However, especially for those cargos of 
more importance, it is highly preferred that the person selected to fill the job do it himself 
(more on this later).   
 While getting migrants to return or getting them to pay a cargo position helps 
Yatzachi maintain its cargo system, the town has also found other ways to lessen cargo 
burdens.  They have cut out some cargos deemed unnecessary (for example, the Catholic 
Church maintenance committee has been dismembered as an official cargo duty and is now 
voluntary) and they have also opened up the ÒrequirementsÓ for cargo holders: they have 
added new people in to the systems by changing in some ways the profile of what a typical 
ÒactiveÓ citizen in Yatzachi looks like.  Thus, unconventional actors have come to join 
Yatzachi's active citizen group over the last several decades: women, “new settlers,” and the 
elderly.  Although single women had participated in tequios since the beginning of communal 
agricultural work probably in the 1950s, it was not until the 1970s that they began to be 
named for cargos.  After one young woman offered to serve as municipal secretary one year 
(see next chapter), men began to realize that women could fulfill cargos (usually the cargos 
of less importance), and numerous young single women, after leaving school and before 
marrying, would spend a period of time engaging in the less prestigious town cargos and 
tequios.   
 Likewise, Yatzachi began to incorporate new arrivals into town governance. The 
seasonal workers who arrived in Yatzachi from other regions of the Sierra Norte (and from 
different ethnic groups) began to become Yatzachi's “new settlers.” As they proved 
themselves through permanence and tequio service, they gradually became incorporated into 
cargo work and became active citizens, despite the fact they were not born in Yatzachi nor do 
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they speak Zapoteco.  In Zoochina, one of Yatzachi's hamlets, almost half the population is 
now composed of Chinantecos who arrived within e past few decades.  
 Another change to the active citizen profile has been the addition of elderly people 
(men and women) to the cargo system.  Previously, active male citizens who served 
continuously in the system would retire from it at age sixty.  However, the return of migrants 
who have not had a steady career of service in Yatzachi has meant that many people over age 
sixty are now being incorporated into the system.  This has also caused some difficulties, as 
tequio was not designed to be implemented by elderly people.  The case of one returned 
retired migrant in his seventies represents this.  In discussion of tequio projects in an 
assembly, he stood up and apologized to the general public, explaining that due to his age and 
health condition, he is unable to perform much of the more difficult tequio work.  Recently 
recovering from surgery, he said that he is happy to participate in the lighter tequios, such as 
picking up trash around the town, but that the work down by the river is very taxing.  He will 
consider paying someone to go as his substitute. The town trustee responded to him, arguing 
that this was not an isolated case, but rather the norm for many.  He pointed out that many 
migrants not only returned elderly, but that they also were not accustomed to fieldwork.  
After spending decades behind a desk or in a classroom, or working in a restaurant, their 
ability to do manual labor had diminished.  Instead of seeking paid substitutes for tequio 
(which might not be found), he opined that all should go to tequios, but only do what they 
can.  However, he emphasized to the crowd, this work, although of less physical intensity, 
should be respected just as much as the work of younger more able-bodied men: Òtheir work 
[of elderly returnees] should be valued too – they should do what they can.”   
 Thus, YatzachiÕs cargo holders are atypical subjects not found in many other towns in 
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the region: women, elderly men, and non-Zapotecs.  This has promoted a diversity within the 
system that questions typical notions of Yatzachiteco active citizenship as being coded as 
male, originally from the town, and young and able- odied.  It brings to the forefront 
questions of gendered labor and belonging, (an issue taken up in greater depth in the next 
chapter) and pushes the notion of citizenship to be more inclusive in many ways.93  In 
particular, their incorporation has changed the notion of prestige within the system.  While 
one of the key aspects of the cargo system in Latin America more broadly is the ascension of 
an active male citizen up the hierarchy of cargos, the ladder-typ  ascension in Yatzachi has 
long been broken.  The lack of people creates an environment where whoever can be found 
to fulfill a cargo should do so, regardless of his previous service or lack of expertise and 
experience.   
 
Figure 5.3: Police officers digging a grave as part of their cargo duties 
Tequios 
 Tequio is a way of physically demonstrating one’s commitment to the town.  It is 
                                                
93 The inclusive or exclusive nature of citizenship within communal systems and the way that notions of 




labor that once performed, allows the laborer to then claim rights within the town based on 
his physical sacrifice.  It (as well as cargo) serves as the ÒobligationÓ in the common 
expression in the Sierra Norte that “rights come with obligations.”  The name for tequio in 
Zapoteco is llinlaw, which means literally “working in front of the pueblo.” 94  When you 
work together, you see every person's effort.  You experience, with your own eyes, the 
presence and sacrifice of the other person.  You sweat together.  In this way, labor creates 
community.  Likewise, because labor is so central to life – to accomplishing anything in 
towns like Yatzachi – the products of labor are more than just the final product to be enjoyed.  
They also serve as a reminder and a type of monument to the labor (and especially the 
sacrifice) used to build it.   
 Many public works created through tequio are seen this way.  The recent debate over 
the town theater demonstrates this.  In the 1950s Yatzachitecos built a town theater and 
schoolhouse.  It was a novel idea and a novel building – the only one of its kind in the region, 
and a great mark of Yatzachi's ÒprogressÓ (see Chapter 2).  However, after more than five 
decades, the theater was falling into disrepair. It was eventually torn down to be replaced 
with a new multi-use building (supported not through tequio labor, but government funds).  
The demolishing of the theater was a hotly debated issue for many years.  Those opposed to 
its demise argued that the building was not only a key part of Yatzachiteco identity; it was 
also a reminder of the sacrifice and labor of those who worked so hard to construct it.  As one 
elderly woman told me, “But because we are sentimentalists, a lot of us are opposed to the 
demolishing of the theater. We want it remodeled instead.  We want to reinforce it in order to 
conserve the building that our ancestors – our people, our grandparents, our brothers, our 
                                                
94 The spelling is taken from Castellanos (2008), the ÒDiccionario Zapoteco-Español; Español-Zapoteco: 
Variante Xhon.”  
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cousins – made.  Really only the few that knew how to read and write designed it – they 
didn't rely on an architect or an engineer, or anything like that.”  The theater to her thus was a 
type of monument to the ingenuity and hard work of her relatives.   
 This idea was commonly echoed in my conversations with Yatzachitecos.  Elderly 
Yatzachitecos would ask me if I had seen different public works (mainly the road down to the 
river) and then tell me how they participated in the tequios involved with those projects.  
They spent numerous days carrying rocks and sand, digging up trees, and removing boulders 
to realize these projects.  Yatzachi also established a committee called the agricultural 
development committee.  Its job was to arrange communal planting of corn and beans by the 
river (this since changed, see the cargo chart).  The joint harvest was then sold to build up 
municipal coffers.  It was this money that was then used for public works (it was especially 
important in getting electricity for the town).  All of this was hard work – work now 
embodied in the final product of light poles, running water, and paved streets – work they do 
not want to be forgotten.  It is thus common for people to recall their participation in certain 
public works as a way to validate that they have be n active and contributing citizens in 
Yatzachi and that they have rights to make claims in the town.  
 Each year there are on average twenty-four eight-hour tequios.95  That means that 
each active citizen gives to the municipality about twenty-four workdays.  Regularly 
scheduled tequios are the freshwater-spring cleaning and street cleaning (both done by 
smaller work groups a few hours once a month), the ÒcleaningÓ of the boundaries with other 
towns (done every other year) to delineate Yatzachi's boundaries, and the maintenance of 
water pipes.  The last two often involve an intense amount of weed cutting and tree hauling. 
In addition to that are tequios for work projects that the community may decide to do (always 
                                                
95 See Mutersbaugh (1998) for a description of tequio hours in a different community in Oaxaca.  
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decided in an assembly).  Over the last several years, beyond the typical tequios, there have 
been tequios to create a rainwater catchment system and to plant communal lands.  Tequios 
can also be done on a more individualized level.  Single women are often not called to 
participate in the tequios that require extensive manual labor.  Instead, they will be called to 
help with the cooking and cleaning at municipal-sponsored events.  
 On tequio days the rhythm is different.  Women rise early to make tortillas and 
breakfast for the men that are going to work.  Men arrive early at the municipal offices, 
carrying the necessary tools needed for the day's work.  After a roll call, they move 
collectively to assess the task on hand.  I excerpt from my field notes what a tequio 
experience is like:  
 Today was the second of a two-day tequio to clear land by the river in order to plant a 
communal crop of beans.  It rained all night and was still raining at 7:30 am when a few of 
us gathered at the municipal offices.  I went in the truck with the president, the trustee and a 
few others.  The bigger truck stopped and picked up people along the main road. Both the 
trustee and the president told me not to go Ð it would be miserable and wet.  I told them I was 
less than thrilled to be out in the rain, but that part of what I want to learn about is work and 
community life. That seemed to convince them, and one of them finally said, “Come along. 
You'll see how we suffer and then you'll know what's like.Ó This whole idea of living work Ð 
doing it and experiencing it Ð is really important here. It often serves as the backbone of the 
arguments and critiques made by those who are here regularly as opposed to those that 
aren’t.  
 We arrived at the river and were all surprised at how quickly it had risen with the 
overnight rain!  One man got onto a tractor with a type of backhoe that they were going to 
 
 178 
use. We all laughed as he pantomimed being in a tractor with a glass cabin as he moved his 
arms like windshield wipers.  We then went to the field right next to the river. It is about the 
size, maybe a bit longer, of a football field.  There seemed to form two informal groups. I 
didn’t know what to do and watched for a while.  Both groups started chopping down trees 
and cutting the tall grass, then carrying it to the edge of the field.  I joined one group after a 
while.  They were faster workers, and because they were faster, they allowed themselves 
candy breaks.  I eventually found a job carrying grass clumps to the river with borrowed 
gloves.  The grass cuts you.  The trees are spiny.  The baby mosquitoes HURT when they bite 
and fly around the whites of your eyes. It is pretty miserable.   
 Tools used were sparse and seemed to be brought by people themselves. One man had 
a rake, everyone had a machete, a few people brought their own gloves, a few people had or 
fashioned wooden Òcuoas,Ó or hooked gathering sticks. I wondered why there wasn’t a 
wheelbarrow, why the authorities hadn’t brought more tools, and why they didn’t just dump 
the grass in the back of the truck and then dump the truck (would seem to save time and 
energy).  There was mostly silence when working. A few whistles and some jokes.  It was 
noticeable who could keep up and who couldnÕt.  Almost everyone always tried to look busy 
though, even if it was just by gathering branches.   
   One of the ways that Yatzachi has dealt with a decline of active citizens is by 
decreasing the numbers of tequios.  This is due to two factors: the decision t  limit tequios so 
as not to tax the active citizen population as well as the declined of communally-based public 
works projects.  While tequios used to serve as the only way for communities to have public 
infrastructure, since the mid 1990s, the decentralization of government resources to the 
municipal level made funds for public works available to municipal presidents for the first 
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time ever (Fox and Aranda 1996; Mart’nez 2005).  As municipalities became aware of these 
resources, they began to solicit them from state and federal governments.  While the 
solicitation process can be difficult, especially for isolated communities, Yatzachitecos have 
been able to take advantage of their social and educational capital to ensure that each year 
their municipality receives funds.  This means that while decisions about which projects to 
promote are still decided upon by the assembly, the work for many of these projects is no 
longer always done through tequio.  The recent placement of biodigestors and the paving of a 
town road were community projects sponsored by government funds and contracted work 
crews.  In this way, Yatzachitecos are still able to have infrastructure proj cts, but are less 
reliant upon their own laboring abilities and time to make sure these projects happen.  
 However, while the use of government funds has lightened the tequio burden, tequio 
still continues.  It is the way to conduct routine town works – the maintenance of town 
boundaries, roads, water pipes, and fresh springs.  However, tequio more recently has also 
taken on a new dimension.  Instead of being solely about ÒpracticalÓ public works (roads, 
buildings, etc.), it has more recently served as a way to remind Yatzachitecos about the value 
of their collective land and the importance of an agricultural lifestyle.  During my fieldwork, 
the town decided to clean out and revitalize fruit trees planted years ago on communal land 
by the river.  They also decided to engage in communal planting –an activity they used to do 
(as some told me ÒcommunistÓ style) for several years in the 1950s.  They took several 
tequio days to clear and plant a bean field along the riverbank (the excerpt from the tequio 
above).  As one town authority, a retired schoolteacher told me, Òwe have a situation in which 
a lot of people don't plant anymore. They've given up on the land.  We [the town authorities] 
want to inculcate the idea that it is necessary to plant, to have the basics – corn and beans, 
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especially now that there are so many transgenic seeds and it is hard to find pure corn and 
beans.”  Given that town infrastructure can be covered through other means, tequio can now 
potentially become about projects based on social and cultural development, not necessarily 
public works. 
 Overall, these changes to tequio represent not only the flexibility of Yatzachi's 
communal labor system but also the way in which Yatzachi still firmly holds on to tequio.  In 
some ways, the switch away from tequio labor projects and toward paid public work projects 
represents a loss of autonomy.  Tequio labor has been the way that people in the Sierra Norte 
have proudly built-up their own towns with limited help (or interference) from government 
organizations.  This has been a practice of independence enacted by many towns – a type of 
development done on their own terms and conditions.  However, Yatzachi simply does not 
have the manpower to continue doing all public works in this way.  That does not mean 
though that Yatzachi has abandoned the idea of tequio altogether.  Yatzachitecos still interpret 
tequio as a valuable form of service to Yatzachi.  What has changed is that now tequios are 
coming to meet new goals and desires, and that the assembly is ore open to considering 





Figure 5.4: Tequio work   
Assembly 
 Assemblies happen on an ad-hoc basis, usually every three to four months, unless a 
certain event has arisen which requires immediate attention.  Each year around July an 
assembly is called for town elections.  This allows time for those elected to make 
arrangements to fulfill their cargos starting in January.  During each new year, an assembly is 
held to review municipal accounts and to hold cargo holders responsible for their activities in 
the previous year.  Assemblies are usually lively events, with much debate about issues 
before a show of hands vote occurs to make a final decision.  They are usually held in the 
evenings, in the municipal corridor, where chairs are set out in an orderly fashion in front of 
the mesa de debates, a table in which those randomly chosen to run the meeting must sit.  
The town authorities set the meeting's agenda, always leaving room for other issues that may 
come up, and always reviewing the minutes of the previous assembly for approval before 
addressing any new topics.  
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The town assembly is the maximum authority. I t is the key institution that decides 
important town questions – about how the town should govern itself, how it should manage 
its relationships with other towns and the state, and what projects the town wants to engage 
in.  These decisions are then carried out by the cargo holders.  As one former municipal 
president told me, “You call a town assembly when you are an authority and you are unable 
to resolve a problem or you need to consult the town about what you should do.Ó  All active 
citizens must attend the assembly.  Others (other family members) are allowed to attend, but 
not allowed to vote.  Voting and speaking in a town assembly is seen as the maximum 
expression of an active citizen's rights.  Only after having engaged in town service and 
tequios is one given the moral authority to opine in a town assembly.  After demonstrating a 
willingness to engage in obligations (cargo and tequio), one has the right to act as a full 
citizen.  
 Migration has brought into question the way in which citizenship can be claimed in 
Yatzachi, especially in the assembly.  It is not uncommon to see a migrant, returning on 
vacation to Yatzachi, to attend the assembly meeting, but if he has never done cargos or 
tequios in Yatzachi, he is unable (or not welcome) to opine in the meeting.  In what follows, I 
elaborate on the ways in which migrants have attempted to engage in Yatzachi’s communal 
system from afar.  This has opened up a whole series of tensions that turn on questions of 
how to revalue acts of migrant labor in the communal system, especially by reformulating 
what types of labor ÒcountÓ as belonging.   
   
PARTICIPATION FROM AFAR: REDEFINING LABOR AND VALUE 
Migrants have attempted to plug into Yatzachi’s communal labor system (and thus 
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continue their Yatzachiteco citizenship) in various ways.  One main way is returning to do a 
cargo.  Another is by conducting a type of “parallel” communal labor by engaging in 
Yatzachi’s hometown associations in migrant destinations.  A third is the sending of money 
(either individually or collectively) to contribute to public works or town events or town 
supplies. 
Much like other indigenous Oaxacan communities, migrants from Yatzachi have 
formed hometown associations in their destinations.96  These associations have served as 
ways to practice a type of citizenship from afar (Goldring 2001; Guarnizo and Smith 1998; 
Hirabayashi 1986; Smith 2006; Rivera, Bada, and Rabadán 2005; Fox and Bada 2008).  
Yatzachi's hometown associations were formed in the late 1960s and early 1970s in Mexico 
City, Oaxaca City, and Los Angeles.97  Based on correspondence found in the municipal 
archives, the relationship between these three chapters of the “Association for the Progress of 
Yatzachi el Bajo,Ó was a very close one until their eventual demise in the late 1990s.  Each 
association had a type of cabildo that included a set of cargos: usually a president, treasurer, 
and secretary (at least).  These cargo-holders were responsible for maintaining the 
association’s relationship with the town authorities in Yatzachi, for denominating association 
membership (via the payment of dues), and for calling and leading meetings.  In addition to 
calling association assemblies, the leaders would often go door to door to member's 
                                                
96 In this chapter I use data from the municipal archive of Yatzachi el Bajo.  The data source includes 
correspondence between the municipality and migrant hometown organizations and/or migrant individuals.  
From here on, this data will be noted as ÒYatzachi municipal archive.Ó  Given the disorder of the archive, it 
would be impossible to indicate the exact data location.  
  
97 The first to be formed was in Mexico City, spurred by several women who worked as nurses in the English 
hospital in Mexico.  However, a letter sent by the municipality in June of 1968 asking migrants to help collect 
funds for the installation of electricity is not directed to any migrant organization in particular, only Òto the 
inhabitants of this population, that for one or another cause are found absent from it.Ó  By 1975, however, the 
minutes of town assemblies note correspondence with three different committees in Mexico City, Oaxaca City, 
and Los Angeles.  
 
 184 
residences to collect dues and share the latest news of Yatzachi.  The municipal president in 
Yatzachi would send the association leaders the minutes of each assembly held in the town 
and they would distribute the minutes so that all could be up to date on the latest issues of 
Yatzachi’s communal system. 
 Association activities also served as social spaces that made life in urban centers 
more bearable for migrants.  Committees were formed to promote basketball teams, bands, 
dances, and bazars.  For many years, the associations would hold satellite fiesta saint parties 
on the same day as the fiesta in Yatzachi.  Especially in Los Angeles, they soon began to 
incorporate a basketball tournament in with the fiesta, which gathered together teams of 
migrants from other towns in the region.  The top three teams would get free tickets to that 
town's fiesta, and would thus invite people from the region to attend Yatzachi's party.98  
Another main function of the associations that tiedhem firmly to the town of 
Yatzachi was as a way to raise funds for public works and needed supplies.  In Oaxacan 
communities, collective remittances have served as an important vehicle for projects of town 
development – via the creation of schools, roads, clinics, and the implementation of 
electricity and running water (Mason and Beard 2008; Ramos Pioquinto 2011; Fox and Bada 
2008).  The associations were usually founded with the idea of collecting money to remit to 
Yatzachi for town needs.  Correspondence between the associations and Yatzachi’s 
authorities included requests for various forms of material support – from the purchase of a 
town vehicle and heavy machinery, a typewriter and a telegraph machine, to providing 
money for the construction of the town basketball court, the municipal offices, and town 
                                                
98 In the 1980s, several of these hometown associations joined together to form a larger Sierra Norte association, 
and although this association largely fell apart, it was the precursor to region- riented pan-ethnic migrant 




roads.99   
Giving of collective remittances thus became an important way for Yatzachitecos to 
both feel that they were still connected to their town and to demonstrate publicly this 
connection.  This was done either through the collection of dues or individual donations, or 
via fundraisers (usually parties and basketball tournaments) in which association committees 
worked hard to prepare and sell food and plan and publicize events.  As one retired school 
teacher who resides mostly in Mexico City told me, ÒOnce I began to work I have never 
stopped helping here [Yatzachi], albeit humbly. I didn't give of my labor here in the town, but 
I tried my best to send money as often as I could.”  Indeed, the municipality kept tabs on who 
was participating from af r and who was not, as evidenced by letters sent in 1981 by the 
municipal president to the presidents of the associations in Mexico City and Los Angeles 
which requested a list of people who have given money and those who have not.  This was so 
that “the people can know about the support that you all [migrants] are giving for your dear 
pueblo.Ó100 
The collection of money and its remittance back to Yatzachi allowed for migrants to 
deal with an important conundrum.  The assemblies, the cargos, and the social events all 
helped migrants create a type of an extension of Yatzachi’s communal system from afar.  
However, despite all of the ways that these associations could engage with and recreate the 
social and governmental aspects of the communal system, it was more difficult to figure out 
how they fit in with the realm of communal labor.  There was definitely one thing they could 
not do from afar: conduct cargos and tequios as they had done when present in the town.   
Leaving behind the idea that labor equals belonging was not something to be questioned, as it 
                                                
99 Yatzachi municipal archive. 
 
100 Yatzachi municipal archive. 
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is indeed the foundation of the communal system.  What could be renegotiated though was 
way this labor could be performed.   
The creation of the hometown associations and their events created a realm in which 
collective labor could be practiced to a certain extent.  Following much like tequio in 
Yatzachi itself, the preparation of food for events, the planning, the cleanup, and the 
fundraising is all work done publicly, in front of the eyes of others.   However, since limited 
opportunities for collective labor exist, most people began to take money earned through 
wage labor and use it as a way to participate in the communal system.  Wages – while earned 
individually, could be easily transferred for communal needs (for example, the donating of a 
bull to the fiesta, the giving of money to build the basketball court).  Although the practice of 
each person’s labor is not done publically, the fruits of that labor – the accrual of money – are 
still able to support important aspects of communal life in Yatzachi.  
In this sense, migrants have created a new form of valuing their own labor in a 
capitalist system.  While they are the service workers of Los Angeles, their long hours of 
physical labor are more than just simply the desire to accrue mon y.  They can interpret this 
labor (albeit individualized) into a communal context.  They can thus view their 
commodified labor in the capitalist system as a form of sacrifice for both individual but also 
collective benefit.  They can take the meanings given to communal labor in Yatzachi, and 
attach those meanings to the mundane work conducted in the restaurants, yards, factories and 
homes in Los Angles.  Labor, besides garnishing a wage, can also be transferred (via money) 
into the communal context. In this way, it can still be an expression of suffering for one’s 
town and it can thus be an expression of citizenship through labor.   
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The story of Basilio101 and the Xochixtepec church perhaps best demonstrates this 
idea.  The first time I saw the beautiful church of Xochixtepec, a hamlet that pertains to the 
municipality of Yatzachi, I was rather shocked.  Xochixtepec is a tiny town, with only a 
handful of mostly elderly people and a smaller handful of children.  It, even more so than 
Yatzachi, feels completely abandoned.  However, next to the abandoned homes overgrown 
with weeds and birds' nests, the small white church with intricate red designs on it was 
incredibly well preserved.  The interior of the church was completely redone – with new 
floors, new pews, new lights, and elaborate gold paneling on the whole front altar area. The 
stark contrast between the town, in a state of decay, and the church, in beautiful (and costly) 
renovation emphasized to me the presence of absence.  Those living in Xochixtepec could 
never have afforded a renovation like this on their own.  It was done purely with migrant 
remittances.  
 A month later, I had the chance to revisit the topic.  I was sitting in a Mexican 
barbershop near downtown Los Angeles having a conversation with Basilio.  Originally from 
Xochixtepec, Basilio had moved to Los Angeles in the late 1960s, when he was in his early 
20s.  He had learned to be a barber while in the Mexican army, and opened his shop after 
several decades of working in construction.  Basilio was excited to talk to me.  He pulled out 
a whole set of photos and documents that he proceeded to tell me about.  Most of it centered 
on the various projects he had contributed to in Xochixtepec.  He had returned to his town to 
serve in town cargos, at least ten different times (for a year each), while still maintaining his 
home and family in Los Angeles. During his cargos, he helped build town offices, roads, and 
other infrastructure.   Likewise, as an organizer of the hometown association in Los Angeles, 
Basilio had been active in numerous rounds of fundraising for public works.  He rattled off 
                                                
101 Original name is being used here.  
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different amounts of money raised for different projects: $25,000 here, another there, but the 
most impressive was the $80,000 collected for the church renovation.  He informed me that 
next they were going to collect and contribute money to pave the streets in Xochixtepec.   
 I began to assume that Basilio's love for his town also meant that he had plans to 
return to it permanently.  Why else would he be so active in bettering it?  Now at retirement 
age, I was surprised he was still sitting in his barbershop in Los Angeles.  When I asked him 
if he had plans to return to his beloved town, he told me no: Òwell, truthfully, if God grants
me more years of life, I am going to stay here.  Because here is where I was able to obtain 
good things.  Even though I helped out my pueblo, if I return, who will put a candle near my 
graveside? My children are here, and in my pueblo I have no one.  I'm an old man. [He 
chuckles]. The young girls there no longer want anything to do with me!Ó I prodded further. 
Why would he spend so much time and effort helping to improve his hometown if he 
intended not to return and live in it?  He tried to explain: 
 I'm looking out for the new generation, the generation of tomorrow. I don't want them 
to say that we [migrants] came to the U.S. and didn't do anything. We need something 
to reflect that we, the ancestors to be, did something. Because if we hadn't made such 
a sacrifice it is as if nothing ever happened.  It's as if I would have come here and 
never looked back, just been focused on the future and on myself...it's about leaving 
an imprint. This imprint is now permanent. It is palpable, it's done, it’s realized. 
 
As Basilio’s story demonstrates, the long-held practice of seeing labor effort 
embodied in final products, especially public works, is something that has stayed constant 
despite migration.  What has changed, however, is the meaning attributed to these 
“monuments” and the practice of producing them.  Labor has always been understood as 
sacrifice, and it is not surprising that migrant labor, which involves not only work, but also 
physical removal from one's home and way of life, is understood in this way.  Migrants, by 
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sending money (earned through labor, but in a process removed from communal view), hope 
to value the labor they have engaged in in migrant destinations.  For Basilio, the public works 
he has helped build (with both labor and money) are about leaving behind a type of 
monument to the migrants and to Los Angeles.  Even if future generations do not repopulate 
the town, they will come back occasionally and be reminded of the sweat and toil that 
migrants went through to create a better life.  Thus, Yatzachi becomes a place not in which to 
labor, but in which to honor one's labor and assert one's belonging.   
 
PRESENCE VERSUS ABSENCE: WHEN MONEY ISN’T ENOUGH 
Despite the thriving of migrant associations, YatzachiÕs rapid population decline 
began to put into question the extent to which communal participation could occur from afar.  
As early as 1975, it seems that money was not enough – Yatzachi needed men to do cargos.  
Minutes from an assembly held on November 30 of that year detail how a discussion 
emerged over whether or not migrants could be called to do cargos.  Apparently, the 
municipal authorities had sent letters to all the Yatzachiteco migrants informing them of a 
need for more people to fulfill cargos.  Three men had responded by volunteering to return 
and do their service for a year.102 
However, a letter written by one Yatzachiteco to the municipal authorities 
demonstrates how return was not a viable option for many.  One man wrote: 
The problem in the pueblo is related to work, something that for us is impossible [to 
help out with] because we are absent from there, but we can indeed provide economic 
help...I am sending you a check for the quantity of $100 dollars earmarked for all of 
those who are doing extra tequio work.  I hope that it helps out a bit, especially for the 
remainder of tequio projects this year.  I hope that all of our absent paisanos respond 
                                                




like I have, to have the privilege of saying I am from [Yatzachi] el Bajo.”103  
 
That same year, another migrant in California wrote a letter to the municipal authorities 
responding to the request to give an opinion about whether or not those migrants who reject a 
cargo can pay someone to do it in their name.  He felt that payment would be fair, given that 
“it would cause many family problems for us to return and do a cargo,” and asked the 
municipality to establish a set price for cargos.104  
 These letters mark the beginning of a dilemma that still shapes Yatzachi today: the 
need to balance both presence and absence in order to maintain YatzachiÕs communal system.  
Yatzachi needs warm live bodies to fulfill cargos and tequios and thus govern itself locally.  
Its self-determination depends on this.  At the same time, however, Yatzachi must balance its 
need for presence with the realization that in many ways, absence is also fundamental to the 
town’s continuity.  Migrant remittances are important for both the communal system and for 
individual livelihood. Pensions earned by migrants allow them to return to the town more 
permanently, with resources and demands that have forged a small, yet important labor 
market in the town.  How does Yatzachi try to balance both? I elaborate below.   
 
Land: a tool for realizing presence 
 Besides engaging with changing production relations, land has also come to have 
another new function and value: it has become a tool through which those who are absent are 
forced to become present.  Yatzachi, like most of the towns in the Sierra Norte, is a 
municipality comprised of communal land (Ramos Pioquinto 2011).  This means that the 
town authority (via the assembly and the committee of communal property) has control over 
                                                
103 Yatzachi municipal archive. 
 
104 Yatzachi municipal archive. 
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the use of all land within the town's boundaries. However, within this system are various 
forms of land tenure.  Within the Òurban zoneÓ (the area where the actual town buildings are), 
land usufruct is granted to individuals for the building of homes and living spaces.  This 
individual usufruct is also granted outside the urban center for agricultural lands.  In both 
these cases, plot lines are demarcated and individual use is respected.  Usufruct can be 
bought and sold, but the land itself always belongs to the community.105  Because land 
belongs to the community, one's right to use it can only be granted by the community.  The 
way that the community grants these rights is through obligatory community service.   
 This power over entry, use, and exit is a key way in which the town attempts to 
pressure migrants to physically return to Yatzachi.  If a migrant returns regularly, and 
especially if he builds a home or makes improvements upon his property, the assembly will 
nominate him for a town cargo.  In this sense, Yatzachi's control over its lands is one of the 
main ways in which it exerts communal ÒagencyÓ in the migration process.106  It also allows 
the town assembly to decide who can return and who cannot, and reminds igrants that if 
they want a relationship with land in Yatzachi, they must, in some way, continue to Òserve.Ó   
 The most recent case that demonstrated community ÒmuscleÓ in using land as a way 
to promote return migration and to punish those who do not adhere to community rules is the 
case of Ricardo.  Ricardo was a migrant who had spent the majority of his life living in the 
United States.  However, he inherited a small home in Yatzachi to which he began to make 
improvements on his visits to the town.  Noting his work, the assembly decided to nominate 
him for a cargo.  Although he could have negotiated to do the cargo later on, or could have 
                                                
105 Likewise, in the area of agricultural lands, a “commons” exists.  Predominately a forested area, this land is 
for use by all people for communal and individual needs (communal planting or firewood gathering). 
 
106 Mutersbaugh (2002a) describes this for a different Oaxacan community. 
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paid someone to do the cargo in his name, Ricardo apparently agreed to the cargo but then 
simply did not fulfill his promise.  The assembly, angered by his actions, decided to officially 
close his home.  A notice was pasted on all the doors of his house, advising that the building 
was closed by command of the municipality and could not be opened.  They also cut off 
water and electricity to the house.  No one was quite sure what would happen, but as 
Ricardo's cousin told me, ÒI think that if he returns and apologized to the pueblo, they will 
accept him again. He'll have to pay a fine and do a cargo, but I think they'll give him his 
house back.” During my research, Ricardo did indeed return, and after apologizing and 
negotiating with the pueblo, was able to use his home again.   
 Thus, the power over communal land serves as a way in which the town forcefully 
attempts to persuade migrants to participate in communal service.  Ricardo's case was well-
known in Yatzachi and in migrant destination locations, and served not only as a reminder of 
the responsibility migrants have to Yatzachi, but also of the power of the assembly to enforce 
that responsibility.  It also represented, however, Yatzachi's leniency.  While Yatzachi must be 
firm about emphasizing the importance of fulfilling community responsibilities, it also 
cannot afford to be too strict, or it risks losing people completely.  Those in the town worry 
that some who are pressured will become angry and simply agree to never return to Yatzachi.  
In this case, Yatzachi will have lost another member of its larger community, something it 
cannot afford.  
Return: emphasizing presence and prestige 
The fact that some migrants have heeded the call to return to do cargos does not mean 
that their return has been idyllic – it is also fraught with tension.  As return migrants and 
seasonal laborers come to join Yatzachi's troop of active citizens, tension has arisen between 
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the hold-outs, those who have given repeatedly of their service and these “new” town 
participants.  The hold-outs have largely borne the brunt of migration.  As one, a man in his 
50s, told me: 
maybe it is hard for them [the migrants] to return to Yatzachi to do a cargo, but others 
just use it as a pretext. They say 'I can't do it' when what is really going on is that they 
don't want to.  There is a difference between wanting and not being able to.  But when 
they definitely don't want to, it all falls on us [those who live in Yatzachi full-time]. 
We have to do the tequios, the cargos – everything – and it all with the few people 
that are here...this responsibility always falls on us, because we know that if they 
don't do it, oh well, one of us will have to do it.  
 
 Those who make up this reduced number of regular active citizens are seen as those 
with not only the most work and sacrifice given to Yatzachi, but also, as those with the most 
rights.  As the common motto of communal governance in the Sierra goes, “rights come with 
responsibilities.”  The right to use town services, to speak up and be acknowledged in an 
assembly, and the right to vote in local elections, are all granted through the demonstration of 
community service.  All agree that these people are those who are most respected in 
municipal governance.  When they speak in the assembly, their words are listened to and 
taken into consideration.  One Yatzachito woman told me, “I usually don't speak in the 
assembly, since I haven't been here constantly to see what problems arise each year.  My 
mom and dad encourage me to participate, but I tell my dad, 'I'm sorry, but I can't speak up. 
Because if I had been here for, say, six years in a row, then I would know what is going on. I 
can't just show up and opine about things I don't know about.Ó 
 The importance placed on physical presence and suffering serves several roles.  First, 
in a world where migration is seen as a way to get ahead, it keeps alive a different notion of 
prestige – one that comes through service and loyalty to Yatzachi (and often poverty as well).  
Holding on to this notion of prestige is also one of the ways that Yatzachiteco hold-outs can 
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simultaneously encourage and discourage migrants from returning to engage in town cargos.  
It encourages them by keeping true to the notion of valuing presence, and not a substitute of 
presence (i.e. money), motivating migrant Yatzachitecos to seriously consider returning and 
doing their cargo personally so as to live up to standards of good Yatzachiteco citizenship.  At 
the same time, it is also somewhat (and increasingly) discouraging for Yatzachiteco migrants, 
as they feel frustrated that their forms of relating to Yatzachi from afar are overlooked and 
undervalued.   
 Return migrants, those who willingly or are forcibly made to return, have not been in 
Yatzachi to suffer.  Thus, their opinions are often overlooked and they feel as if they don't 
engage in full citizenship.  As one couple of retired migrants told me, they often hear 
critiques of “you don't know, you don't know how to do the work,” or “your opinion doesn't 
matter.”  A retired migrant who was a schoolteacher all her life said: 
 Since we have been away from the community, our participation is not accepted very 
well by those who have stayed here. I've been realizing this recently. They don't 
accept our opinions because there are certain rules here. And since we come from the 
city, we have other ideas and they don't always align with what the citizens here 
think.  So when paisanos return to Yatzachi they can express their opinions, and there 
are some that do, but since there is a certain type of unwritten rule here, they often 
don't accept the opinion of return migrants. 
 
 Another former migrant, who actively shared his time between Yatzachi and Los Angeles, 
told me, ÒThose that have stayed here 100% are those that have more rights and the ability to 
tell you what they want to be done. Even though you [as a migrant] contributed to the town 
by sending money to the town authorities for their expenses, those that never left, and usually 
it is just a few that cause problems, have more rights to tell us things.” 
This unequal treatment causes rancor.  Those who have migrated see it as an attack 
because of their success found outside of Yatzachi.  One returned migrant commented, Òthey 
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[some of the hold-outs] hate us because we left.  I say to them 'It's not my fault you never 
left’” Another couple informed me, “there is always a difference made [between migrants 
and non-migrants].  We are always singled out because we haven't been here. They [the hold-
outs] don't take into account that we left because we wanted to get ahead. Those that stayed 
behind, they didn't want to go. They didn't want to better themselves.”  Likewise, migrants 
point out how they have indeed given to the community from afar.  As Basilio’s story (above) 
demonstrates, migrants have considered their labor in migrant destinations to be at least in 
part a sacrifice for their community and interpret their participation in hometown associations 
and the sending of remittances as an act of citizenship from afar.  However, they have never 
been able to reach an agreement with the town itself over how to make this labor from afar 
official.  According to one migrant active in the Los Angeles association, the association 
attempted to present numerous solutions, some of which involved joint payment of cargos, 
and U.S. cargos ÒcountingÓ in Yatzachi, but they were always rejected by the town assembly: 
We discussed this so much in the association assembly in Los Angeles – the idea that 
a cargo in Los Angeles could count as a town cargo – but once we come here to the 
town our petitions have always been rejected.  Of course a cargo in the United States 
isn't the same as a cargo here, because there you also have to work full time, but it 
still is time-consuming to do a cargo in Los Angeles, because you are always 
organizing bazaars, visiting member's homes to collect funds. But the town doesn't 
want to recognize this work.  They want people to come and do cargos here. If you 
are working and doing a cargo in the U.S., it is not equivalent in their minds to doing 
a cargo here. 
 
 Thus, the hold-outs in Yatzachi must be careful about the extremes to which they push 
a type of unofficial two-tiered (of the present versus the absent) citizenship system. On the 
one hand, they desperately need the help of migrants to keep communal governance going 
and need to encourage the return of migrants.  On the other hand, they need to keep 
emphasizing the importance of physical presence – in order to validate their own status as 
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well as to keep the practices of comunalidad and Yatzachi reproduction going.  When 
migrants do agree to return to do a cargo, they are often given a cargo of importance in the 
town.  This is for various reasons: first, they often have experience (especially teachers) that 
allows them to have more skills when dealing with the contemporary aspects of cargo life 
(interacting with government functionaries and dealing with computers, etc.).  Secondly, their 
fulfilling a more intensive cargo allows hold-outs a chance to rest.  Thus, while migrants are 
given cargos traditionally of more prestige (in the cabildo for example), they are often given 
these cargos without the moral weight needed to pull the cargo off successfully, given that 
they have little municipal experience and haven't been in Yatzachi to “suffer.”  I asked one 
retired schoolteacher, who was fulfilling one of his first cargos as town trustee how the town 
feels about returned retired teachers. He responded: “Sometimes I think they give us a cargo 
to put us to the test. That they nominate us not with good intentions, but rather on bad faith, 
simply because there aren't enough people to do town service.”   
 This idea was tested in a town assembly I attended.  It was election night in Yatzachi. 
We all sat in the municipal corridor for the assembly.  A retired schoolteacher who had served 
the previous year as president, was nominated to be alderman of public works and won the 
majority of votes. However, after the vote occurred, he stood up to state his case.  He 
informed the town that he would accept the position, but that he would n t do it himself, he 
would hire someone to do it for him.  During the last assembly, it had been discussed that 
former migrants had no right to come back and order everyone around.  He, as a former 
migrant, did not want to be in a position where people would question his leadership.  
Several men, hold-outs and the most active ones in the assemblies, apologized to him.  One 
told him that he shouldn't take comments so personally.  The schoolteacher stayed firm, 
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maintaining that since it was said in the assembly, it had extra weight and needed to be 
discussed publicly.  His firmness paid off, as two prominent hold-outs pointed out that the 
division between migrants and those who never left needs should no longer guide their 
thinking.  One noted that the schoolteacher has been a retired return migrant for more than 
fourteen years and asked, isn't that enough time to consider him as someone who has fully 
given his service and can have rights?  Backing off of this comment, another hold-out 
jumped in to say that Yatzachi really has got to get over that age-old critique. If not, they risk 
losing people.  The issue was left aside for the moment, with Jorge having the right to later 
determine if he would do the cargo or pay someone else to do it.   
 Overall, this story demonstrates the delicate balance that Yatzachi must maintain 
between encouraging presence and incorporating the presence of absence (the participation 
of migrants in the communal system from afar).  By employing a set of cultural ideas and 
notions of prestige that privilege presence over absence as the only “real” way to claim full 
citizenship status, Yatzachitecos emphasize the importance of physical bodies to the 
continuity of the communal system.  At the same time, exclusive terms of citizenship risk 
marginalizing some members of Yatzachi’s wider community, putting at risk their possible 
(and needed) return to the town in the future.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 In this chapter, I explored how Yatzachitecos navigate both presence and absence to 
maintain key communal practices related to land and labor despite decades of out-migration. 
In particular, I have focused on the way in which Yatzachi’s communal system, as a system in 
which communal labor equals belonging (among other things), has engaged with the 
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capitalist system in which labor is commodified.  This has been a relationship in which labor 
has become reassessed and revalued in both places.  Yatzachi has had to accept money as a 
substitute for labor performed publicly in the town itself (although it does so rather 
begrudgingly and limits this substitution through social and cultural pressures related to 
present labor as the most authentic practice of citizenship).  At the same time, however, 
communal notions of labor as sacrifice and thus as an expression of belonging have given 
meaning to wage labor practices beyond their function in a capitalist system, allowing 
migrants to engage in participation from afar.   
 Overall, this situation demonstrates how the question of communal life and its 
continuity is more than simply the task of finding thirty-four people to fill cargo spots each 
year.  It is more complexly a negotiation between two different forms of labor valuation that 
are both important for YatzachiÕs daily functioning.  In this way, Yatzachi is engaging in a 
struggle over, as Graeber (2001) says, Òthe right to define value differently,Ó which is part of 
a larger daily struggle to maintain a whole system in which labor continues to be valued 
differently.  Requiring and encouraging the presence of a communal laborer is a direct 
challenge to the capitalist system's need for laboring bodies, and it emphasizes the 
importance of bodies and communities beyond simply their function as a subsidy for 
capitalism.  Likewise, the way in which migrants renegotiate the meanings of wage labor to 
include it in the communal value system also challenges strict notions of their value in a 
capitalist system.  In this sense, it is not only Yatzachitecos that subsidize the production of a 
capitalist labor force, but also capital that subsidizes Yatzachi's communal practices. 
However, capital's subsidies have a limit well defined by Yatzachitecos.  Money, while 
accepted and appreciated, is not as valuable as a migrant's physical presence.  The phantom 
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substitute of money is not equivalent to the physical contributions of a living, breathing, 
present Yatzachiteco.  However, as we saw in this chapter, the negotiation of labor and 
belonging via relationships of these two systems is a process fraught with tension.  I  what 
follows, I turn toward how these debates over communal labor and belonging have opened 










GENDERED LABOR STRUGGLES: NEGOTIATING COMMUNITY AND STATE 
 
 As the previous chapters have argued, the communal system serves as an alternative 
value system, in which acts of labor (both commodified and non-commodified) are given 
multiple meanings that are harnessed to the discourses and practices of communal 
citizenship.  However, while these practices represent an alternative to capitalist systems, this 
does not mean that they are somehow intrinsically better or more just.  This is evident when 
exploring the gendered aspects of Yatzachi’s communal system.  The communal system is 
one profoundly structured by numerous gendered constructs.  In particular, gender is a key 
way of coding and understanding practices of labor and the subsequent claiming of 
citizenship rights.  The very vision of active citizenship in the town is based upon a gendered 
notion of the man as a head of household who publically represents his family in front of the 
larger community.  In this vision, women are ÒhelpersÓ who engage in household and 
fieldwork and who complement the men’s public labors (and thus indirectly sustain the cargo 
system).  Gendered behavior has thus been constructed through the notion of masculine labor 
as being of greatest importance and as being the most authentic claim to full citizenship.  
 The issue of gender, labor, and communal citizenship became an important issue 
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during my fieldwork.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, one of the ways in which 
Yatzachi has sought to fulfill the need for live warm bodies to fulfill town cargos and tequios 
is through the incorporation of new actors into the cargo system.  In particular, the absence of 
able-bodied men has led to the incorporation of women into the task of fulfilling communal 
labors in new ways.  While on the one hand this has increased women's formal political 
participation, the system has not changed its division of gendered labor accordingly.  This 
thus creates a conflict, once again, over the questions of labor and belonging, but from a 
gendered perspective. In particular, this conflict came to a head during my fieldwork.  In 
2009, Yatzachi received a letter from the Oaxacan State Electoral Institute (Instituto Estatal 
Electoral or IEE) mandating that women participate in cabildo cargo positions.  Although 
single women already do participate in the cargo system (see previous chapter), the letter 
sparked a discussion in the town assembly over the role of women in the cargo system.  The 
women present, instead of seizing on the letter as a way to finally have more ÒvoiceÓ in 
communal life by engaging in a more prestigious cargo, responded with their own letter to 
the IEE.  In it, they said thanks, but no thanks, and explained why they rejected (of their own 
accord) the state's mandate for gender parity in the local cargo system.     
In this chapter, I use this letter as a way to frame a broader conversation that explores 
the relationship between YatzachiÕs communal system and the Oaxacan state.  While 
migration from Yatzachi largely began in an era of postrevolutionary nation-state formation, 
in which indigenous culture was to serve as the historical material for the creation of a 
national imaginary while indigenous peoples themselves were to be erased via processes of 
assimilation, the terms of the contemporary relationship between Yatzachi and the larger state 
are now different.  The arrival of the letter can be seen as part of a moment of what Hale 
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(2005) refers to as “neoliberal multiculturalism,” or a new project of rule in Latin American 
in which indigenous political behavior has come to be disciplined via the incorporation of 
certain “appropriate” indigenous identities via multicultural state and civil society agendas in 
an era of neoliberalism.  Indigenous peoples in ÒpluriculturalÓ (as opposed to mestizo) 
nations were now to be seen as groups that had access to not only individual rights, but also 
collective rights (to language, education, cultural and religious practice, and forms of 
political organization (Assies 2000; Postero 2007).  The state’s definitions of which rights 
trumped the others at any given moment has been one of the key ways in which states have 
sought to limit and redefine appropriate indigenous identity and behavior.  In particular, the 
question of women's individual rights and their relationship to indigenous collective rights 
has become one of the main axis upon which state intervention has sought to occur (Newdick 
2005; Speed 2006).   
By exploring this letter, reviewing both the larger context from which it emerged and 
the reactions to it Yatzachi, I examine the gendered construction of communal systems, the 
challenges women are making to these constructions, and the way these challenges are then 
related to state rule.  I argue that in order to understand why women in Yatzachi are 
seemingly willing to give up “formal” political participation within the communal system, 
we must interrogate the relationship between gendered labor, communal citizenship, and 
notions of communal and state-based rights.  By doing this, we can see that while the 
response of Yatzachi’s single women demonstrates a willingness for women to engage in a 
critique of the communal system internally, it also acts as a moment when women attempt to 
defend their communal system in front of the state.  This can be read as the continued 
importance given to issues of self-determination, even in a “ghost town” environment.   
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LEGACIES OF MIGRTION AND WOMEN'S PARTICIPATION 
 In looking at Oaxacan communal systems, Mutersbaugh (1998) differentiates 
between two different forms of social reproduction largely divided upon gendered lines:  
women's household reproductive work and men's communal reproductive work.  In an 
overall communal system where each household produces a representative to engage in 
communal labor, these two arenas of reproduction largely reinforce each other.  Household 
reproduction (mostly the domain of women) involves working in the home to prepare food, 
care for domestic animals, clean, and care for children and the elderly.  It also involves 
agricultural tasks (these vary in each community), ranging from planting and harvesting corn 
to cleaning and de-graining the corn seed (see Mutersbaugh [1998] for women's roles in 
coffee production).  Men also engage with household reproduction by working in agricultural 
activities, home building and maintenance, and animal husbandry.  Communal reproduction 
(largely the domain of men) is about recreating the polity and communal governance, but 
also about the creation of infrastructure and services necessary for household reproduction to 
occur.  Women also participate in communal production, especially in the labor involved with 
communal celebrations and in the organizing of communal activities (Stephen 2005; 
Vel‡squez 2004).  In some cases, this arrangement has been alluded to as a type of gender 
complementarity in which each gender has a well defined and different, yet equally important 
role in the overall realm of the communal system.107  
                                                
107 Sylvia Marcos (2005, 87) refers to this as caminando parejo, or “walking together.” Danielson and 
Eisenstadt (2009) critique this notion as being too romantic and point to womenÕs continued lack of official 
political participation in Oaxacan municipalities, as does Dalton (2005).  Velásquez (2004) points to the idea 
that terms of “formal” political participation may not be what women seek, for numerous reasons. My argument 




Figure 6.1: Yatzachitecas making tortillas 
 However, most communities fail at equally valuing the labors of both reproductive 
arenas.108  Men's communal reproduction, as that which is publicly recognized and of great 
official importance to the overall functioning of the communal system, often overshadows 
the equally, if not more taxing, labor that women engage with in household and communal 
                                                
108 See Mutersbaugh (1998) and (2002b) for gendered struggles over this issue in a contemporary Oaxacan 
setting.  The lack of value given to women's labor is a common struggle throughout Mexican history, in both 
indigenous and mestizo settings alike (Vázquez García and Flores 2002).  Mallon (1995), in examining the 
adoption of liberal ideas of equality into communal life in the indigenous highlands of Puebla during the War of 
the Reforma (1857-1861), argues that women were left out of new notions of democratic community largely in 
part because their efforts in the war were invisible and under-appreciated.  She coins the term  “democratic 
patriarchyÓ to discuss how notions of communalism and reciprocity were mixed with Liberal egalitarianism, to 
offer new, more democratic alternatives for the governance of communal life.  However, as its name implies, 
this democratic space was dependent upon notions of patriarchal authority.  Mallon writes, “the interaction 
between communal democracy and patriarchal or generational power fashioned this powerful yet contradictory 
discourse of democratic patriarchy: a communally based, inclusive form of mobilization that rested ultimately 
on the continued subordination of half of that community” – its women (1995, 85).  The under-appreciation of 
women's work is not just an occurrenc  in indigenous communities. It has been part of a larger struggle that has 
involved women's rights and national citizenship.  In postrevolutionary Mexico, women's work was structured 
through a cultural, economic, and political division of public and private and relegated to the invisible aspects 
of the private reproduction of Mexico's growing laboring class in an era of modernization.  Olcott (2005) details 
how members of various women's organizations fought this invisibility throughout the 1930s in an attempt to 




reproduction.109  Indeed, the fact that official citizenship in the town is based upon male-
dominated realms of communal labor means that women are regularly excluded from the 
rights to opine and participate in the space of ultimate town authority – the assembly.  Thus, 
even though women work just as much as men in benefit of communal life, their labors 
simply do not count in the same way.110 
 Migration has dramatically affected the communal and household practices of 
reproduction in indigenous communities.  First, by taking away laborers from this system, 
especially the men who do communal work, migration has by necessity promoted a shift in 
such neat gendered divisions.  For example, in some places, where men have migrated and 
women have stayed behind, women have come to take on communal tasks in the name of 
their absent husbands (Kearney and Besserer 2004; Vel‡squez 2004).  Velásquez (2004) 
documents the practice whereby in some communities women will serve as ÒplaceholdersÓ 
for their husbands.  For example, women will represent absent husbands in the town 
assembly, stopping to call them during the meeting to get their opinions and vote according 
to their wishes.  In other areas, women have simply come to take on cargos in their own 
name, especially those women who have now become defacto heads of household due to the 
abandonment of their migrant husbands. Women have thus come to challenge the 
traditionally male space of communal “public” life. 
 Second, the creation of both transnational households and practices of communal 
governance from afar (especially via hometown associations) have blurred the lines between 
                                                
109 Mutersbaugh (1998) found that women do 188 working days per year of reproductive and productive work 
compared to men’s 159 (this total includes 60 days of communal labor).    
  
110 In some areas, when a man is named for a cargo, women are considered to perform the cargo as well.  This 
occurs in the municipality of Santa María Tlahuitoltepec in the Mixe area of the Sierra Norte.  However, even 
though this recognizes women's complementary labor, it is still a type of citizenship mediated through one’s 
husband.   
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a sphere of household and communal reproduction and have in some ways undone their strict 
gender demarcations and led to new gender relations.  Hometown associations have opened 
up to women, moving away from a one citizen per household rule and allowing women to 
participate in their own name alongside their husbands (Andrews 2012; see also Goldring 
2001 on transnational space and masculinity).  Besserer and Castro (n.d.) note how with 
migration, in some cases, instead of being the ÒinvisibleÓ workers in hometowns, women 
have become the “invisible” workers in the United States who quietly take on extra wage 
labor so that their husbands can return to their hometowns to engage in yearlong, unpaid 
cargos.  This is a way in which migrant wage labor subsidizes the communal system, and not 
vice versa.  Additionally, return migrants (male and female), after having forged new gender 
relationships in migrant destination areas, can return to their hometowns with new ideas of 
women's rights, participation, and local citizenship (Smith 2006; Mahler and Pessar 2001).  
 In Yatzachi, both of these types of gendered changes have occurred.  I address the 
first change here and the second one in the conclusion.  Overall, these changes must also be 
placed within the context of Yatzachi's early embrace of ÒprogressÓ (see Chapter 2) and out-
migration.  Since the arrival of the missionaries in the 1920s, young girls in Yatzachi began 
to have opportunities not found in other nearby towns, especially with respect to education.  
The Van Slykes and subsequent missionaries helped young girls leave Yatzachi to study, thus 
creating a whole generation of educated females, many of whom later became teachers in the 
region (PŽrez Ru’z et al. 2005).  As shown in Chapter 3, young women also began to engage 
in out-migration to urban centers, and in the process challenged common notions of gendered 
behavior.  Perhaps it was from a notion of gender equality, or perhaps more the need for extra 
laborers, but most agree tha  single women began to participate in tequios starting around the 
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1950s.  This was before Yatzachi's dramatic population loss, and an era in which Yatzachi 
decided to plant corn and beans communally in order to garner extra money for community 
initiatives.  This communal planting added to the already scheduled regular tequios of town 
maintenance and public works.  Young single women who had finished their studies were 
made to ÒhelpÓ in the tequios – passing water and food to the workers, and carrying lighter 
loads.  Once a woman married, she ceased tequio activities as her husband now performed 
them for her.  
 By the late 1970s, the combination of dramatic population loss and the presence of 
well-educated single females led to the first woman holding a cargo in the town.  Civilina 
was a single woman in her twenties who had finished secondary school and later studied two 
years of technical training in Oaxaca City to be a secretary.111  She returned to Yatzachi for a 
few years to be with her mother (her father was mostly in Los Angeles) and soon found 
herself being asked to become the town secretary.  The lack of people to do cargos was 
becoming a problem. Likewise, not all of those that could do cargos knew how to read, write, 
and type well.  Civilina agreed, making Yatzachi one of the first towns in the region to have a 
woman engage in a more important cargo and participating in her own name in the assembly.  
Civilina, however, was not the only woman present in the assembly.  She recalls how at this 
stage in Yatzachi's history, married women would also attend the assembly in lieu of their 
absent husbands.  While they would not do cargo or tequio in his name (they had to pay 
replacements for tequio), they had to represent him in the town authority structure.  A few 
years later, a woman did do a cargo instead of her migrant family member.  A single woman's 
son was called to do cargo, and could not return to do it or pay someone else to do it in his 
name.  His mother instead decided to do the cargo of police officer for him.  From then on, it 
                                                
111 Original named is used in this case.  
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was decided that young single women were fully capable of doing cargos and tequios and 
these women were now called to do the lesser cargos of police officer and school committee 
member.  Doing a cargo meant you were an active itizen, and thus women cargo holders 
would now become part of the assembly and have the right to vote and opine in their own 
names.    
 While this is indeed an important step toward women's participation s women in 
Yatzachi's communal system, there was one big flaw present in the incorporation of women: 
the gendered division of labor upon which the cargo system is built was not changed 
accordingly.  Although the participation of young single women in tequio was perhaps 
originally seen as a good use of “surplusÓ labor (see Chapter 3), this profile of single woman 
began to change over time.  It began to encompass not only young women fresh out of school 
and soon likely to be married, but also older women and women “abandoned” by their 
spouses, many of whom had children they needed to support.  This meant that these women 
were now not only expected to engage in household reproduction, they were also expected to 
engage in communal reproduction.  They now had a double burden – more than married 
women and single and married men alike.   Women tried to limit their communal labors by 
taking on the cargos of less importance and time commitment.  Thus, while allowing women 
to participate in the official parts of communal citizenship, this participation turned out to be 
for some, especially those with children, more of a punishment than an opportunity for equal 
participation.   
 While this issue was one that affected the lives of many single women who struggled 
to balance both communal and household reproductive work in Yatzachi, it was something 
that had mostly been addressed on an individual level (i.e., individual women talking with 
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family members or town authorities) and not something taken up more broadly in a ÒpublicÓ 
way.  This changed, however, with the arrival of the letter from the state electoral institute 
(IEE).  I present the letter and position its arrival within a broader moment of state-rule in 
what follows.   
  
OAXACAN NEOLIBERAL MULTICULTURALISM 
 The letter that arrived in the Yatzachi municipal president’s office on February 3, 
2009, was sent from the Oaxacan State Electoral Institute (IEE), which governs all elections 
conducted within the state.  It informed municipalities of an amendment to the state 
constitution emphasizing that women in all municipalities of Oaxaca have the right to vote 
and be elected, be they municipalities ruled by usos y costumbres (UYC), in which towns can 
choose their local leaders according to “tradition,” or by political parties, in which elections 
are run through secret ballot and candidates have party affiliations.  As the municipal 
president of Yatzachi, a neatly dressed man in his mid-sixties, with white hair and thick-
rimmed glasses, shuffled through his stack of papers to show me the letter from the IEE, he 
commented to me about the complexity of the situation.  He told me that the letter was 
strongly worded, which made both him and other municipal presidents from the region feel 
rather uncomfortable: “Basically, they want to force us to have women in positions in the 
cabildo.Ó If not, the letter stated that their municipal elections could be deemed void.  
 Election by UYC is one of the most important legislative changes made in Oaxaca 
under “neoliberal multiculturalism.” In 1990, more than 30 articles of the constitution were 
changed to refer to the pluriethnic composition of the Oaxacan state and to respect the 
'traditions and practices' of indigenous communities (modifications were also enacted in 
 
 210 
penal codes, educational laws, and agrarian laws among others), making it the most advanced 
state in terms of multicultural recognition in Mexico (Hernández Díaz 2009; Anaya Muñoz 
2005).  According to Recondo (2007) the exceptional approval of election by UYC and the 
implementation of other multicultural reforms in Oaxaca have to do with four key issues that 
coalesced in the Oaxacan political landscape of the 1990s: the history of clientelistic 
“indirect ruleÓ of indigenous communities on behalf of a one-party state system, the demise 
of this system due to neoliberal rule and a democratic opening of oppositional political 
parties, the creation of indigenous elites and their relationship to the Oaxacan state, and the 
added pressure to avoid a Oaxacan version of the Zapatista uprising. 
 One of the most important and far-reaching legal changes occurred in 1995, when the 
state legislature reformed the electoral codes to allow for the recognition of municipal 
election by usos y costumbres (UYC) Before the legalization of election by UYC, municipal 
authorities, upon “winning” a municipal election had to officially declare an affiliation with a 
political party (traditionally the ruling party, the PRI). Although elections were supposed to 
adhere to the standards of secret ballots and universal suffrage, for decades communities 
ignored this provision and conducted local elections according to “tradition” (usually via a 
community assembly). This was a type of  Òindirect ruleÓ (see Chapter 1) in which 
communities made a “clientelistic deal” with the state's single-party rule that allowed for the 
practice of territorial integrity, local justice, elections, and governance according to 
community 'tradition' in exchange for indigenous communities' unconditional electoral 
support (Esteva and Perez 2001).  
 However, the gradual rise of neoliberal policies in the 1980s began to undermine the 
PRI's clientelistic power throughout the country, shifting state-society relations, while 
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electoral reforms made way for the emergence of oppositional political parties, initiating an 
electoral battle that was largely waged at the municipal level.  In this climate, as the PRI 
began to lose municipalities to oppositional parties, it began to embrace the idea of 
combating the opposition's electoral gain by taking a majority of municipal elections out of 
the sphere of party politics – making it so that municipalities did not have to declare an 
official affiliation with a party for their municipal elections (Anaya Mu–oz 2006; Esteva and 
Perez 2001).  The approval of election by UYC in 1995 was one way to potentially halt 
oppositional party incursion into Oaxaca's municipalities.   
 However, while it is easy to read this as a moment when the PRI was cleverly 
manipulating the politics of multicultural recognition to counter electoral loss, the reality is 
more complex and must be understood in relation to the rise of an indigenous elite and in the 
reassertion of community practices long fostered under indirect rule (Esteva and Perez 2001).  
Thus, the politics of election by UYC was a state strategy for electoral control but also served 
as a way for indigenous groups to assert their own forms of local governance (Hernández 
Díaz 2005).  In many ways it has shifted the field of struggle toward a discourse of rights, 
where both individuals and communities are drawing upon notions of collective and 
individual rights to negotiate power hierarchies in communities and in relation to the state.     
 
USING WOMEN’S RIGHTS TO COUNTER COLLECTIVE RIGHTS 
 Women as the site of the ÒclashÓ between individual and collective rights has been a 
point long debated in the multiculturalism literature.  It has also more recently become a 
contested political issue within Mexico and the state of Oaxaca in particular (Sierra 2009).  
Perhaps most famously, Susan Okin (1999) argues against the granting of collective rights.  
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She posits that group rights can promote cultural practices in which women are discriminated 
against, thus legalizing forms of gender-discrimination.  Her answer to this problem is to turn 
to the state as the ultimate protector of internal minorities' (i.e., women's) rights.  While Okin 
may be correct in pointing out that there are relations of unequal power that are promoted by 
certain cultural practices and that exist within certain groups, she fails to take account of 
well-documented feminist critiques that argue that the state itself is constructed through 
processes of gender bias and that question the neutrality of state acts in the promotion of 
women's rights (MacKinnon 1991; Enloe 2000).112  Thus, even when the clash is managed 
appropriately, it always already indicates a logic that places the state front and center as the 
key mediator of differing rights.  Placing women at the intersection of the clash between 
collective and individual rights systems serves two purposes.  It helps to create a model of 
permissible indigenous women subjectivities, and it positions the state as the creator, 
protector, and mediator of these subjectivities.  In this model, indigenous women serve as the 
reason for which collective rights should be disciplined, reigned in, and brought fully under 
state purview.  As Newdick notes, “The idea that the Mexican state should be the arbiter of 
indigenous womenÕs dignity – and save them from patriarchal ‘usos y costumbres’ – 
continues to shape current commentary on indigenous womenÕs agencyÓ (2005, 87).113   
                                                
112 Despite being criticized for the way in which she takes such a paternalistic stance toward third world women, 
she is not alone in her assessment that multiculturalism is bad for women and that the state must limit 
multicultural policies in order to protect them.  Although others, namely William Kymlicka (1999), respond to 
Okin by arguing that collective rights and individual rights can exist simultaneously, they still agree with Okin's 
key point – that the state must be involved in the granting and securing of rights for women.  Kymlicka argues 
that group rights and individual rights are not counter-intuitive, but that they should be used in tandem.  
Collective rights that promote 'external protections', or that ensure that a special group's right to enjoy its forms 
of difference (language, education, cultural practices, etc.) can still be implemented while group rights that 
cause 'internal restrictions' on minorities within the group should be curtailed.  However, the decision regarding 
which rights are permissible and which rights are not is once again a task that falls upon the state, the 
authoritative protector and grantor of rights.  
 
113 This is akin to what Spivak, in her famous essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?Ó labels as the ironic colonial 
practice in which "white men are saving brown women from brown menÓ (Spivak 1988, 296). 
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 The letter that arrived in Yatzachi emerges precisely from this not on. It was signed 
by Licenciado José Luís Echaverría Morales, then President of the General Council of the 
State Electoral Institute (IEE). The text follows (my translation, italics added): 
The state congress on August 14, 2008, approved various electora  ref rms, among 
which were considered in Article 25, section A, fraction II of the political constitution 
of the free and sovereign state of Oaxaca that says:
The law will protect and promote democratic practices in all the communities in the 
state of Oaxaca for the elections of their town councils…. It will establish the 
mechanisms to guarantee the full participation of women in said electoral processes 
and in the right to vote and be elected under conditions of equality with men and will 
sanction their contravention. 
I emphasize that it is known that in some municipalities that elect their officials 
through the system of Usos y Cotumbres women are not allowed to participate, and I 
strongly exhort that in elections for your next municipal authorities you guarantee to 
female citizens the right to vote and be elected, and in case that does not occur, the 
election of your town council members celebrated in your municipality could be the 
object of impugnation and one which this electoral authority [the IEE] will have to 
resolve following the law. 
 
 Although no one in Yatzachi seemed to know exactly why the letter was sent, the 
municipal president informed me that in his discussions with the IEE, they explained that 
there had been a conflict regarding an indigenous woman who wanted to be part of a cabildo.  
Indeed, he was correct.  The reform of Article 25 of the Oaxacan state constitution is a 
legislative ramification of a case that caught state, national, and international attention: the 
story of Eufrosina Cruz, a formerly unknown Zapotec woman who in 2007 attempted to run 
for municipal president of her hometown, an indigenous community in the southern 
mountains of Oaxaca. Denied the right to participate in the local elections by town 
authorities, Eufrosina presented her case to the IEE, the state human rights office, and various 
state and federal legislators, finally taking it to the National Commission on Human Rights 
(CNDH).   
 It received attention from the CNDH not because of electoral complaints (this is the 
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realm of the IEE and the state legislature which validates municipal elections), but because 
Eufrosina insisted that she was discriminated against because she was a woman.  She argued 
that she was specifically denied electoral participation because in her town, ruled by UYC, 
women are not allowed to vote or fulfill community cargos.  Indeed, town authorities claimed 
that she had not done the labor that constitutes citizenship.  On March 5, 2008, the CNDH 
issued a special report (only one of eight during the entire year) on the case, which found that 
the Oaxacan state government had failed to prevent the discrimination of women in electoral 
processes and strongly encouraged state legislators to rectify this error.114  It specified that 
although Oaxaca recognizes the right of communities ruled by UYC, their electoral 
procedures must not go against the fundamental human rights promoted by the Constitution 
of Mexico.  This led to the modification of the Oaxacan State Constitution as stated in the 
letter above.  However, this legal modification not only specified women's participation, it 
also included a punitive clause, using the lack of participation of women as a potential means 
through which local elections could be condoned and, as the letter states, 'impugned', a threat 
taken seriously by many UYC authorities as it curtails their autonomy in their local election 
processes.   
 Beyond the constitutional amendment and the IEE letter, Eufrosina's case has become 
the epitome of the debate over indigenous women and collective rights.  After being courted 
by several local politicians from various political parties in Oaxaca, her case caught the eye 
of President Calder—n.  In numerous public appearances, Eufrosina has been accompanied by 
the President and his wife, Margarita Zavala, who have used her story and image to promote 
                                                
114 Even before Eufrosina's case came to the national spotlight, the CNDH (a non-independent human rights 
commission) produced in December of 2007, a document entitled ÒA Special Report Regarding Equal Rights 
Between Men and Women” in which it argued that the Constitution of Oaxaca lacks the corresponding laws to 
ensure the equal treatment of women.  To download the report, see http://www.cndh.org.mx.  
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a discourse of Calderon's commitment to indigenous women.115  The state discourses in these 
official maneuverings and media presentations depict President Calder—n as the protector and 
promoter of indigenous women's individual rights.116  Likewise, national and international 
media and noted journalists and opinion columnists have taken up her case.  Mostly, these 
articles use Eufrosina's case to talk about the backwardness of Oaxaca, about its abusos 
(abuses instead of uses) y costumbres. One article, written by Sergio Saramiento in 2008, 
uses Eufrosina's case to argue that the concept of indigenous rights as progressive is 
erroneous, as their recognition actually leads to the denial of individual rights for indigenous 
people.117  
 However, while the notion of women as the site of the clash between individual and 
collective rights has received much attention in debates over multicultural implementation, 
an alternative vision of women's relationship to multicultural state formation is also 
emerging, especially from within indigenous communities.  Most visibly, women involved in 
the Zapatista movement in the nearby state of Chiapas, have profoundly questioned the way 
in which women's rights are used as a pretext to attack collective rights.  These women have 
                                                
115  In 2008, Calder—n granted Eufrosina the National Prize for youth and invited her to share the podium with 
him and make a speech on behalf on indigenous women for International Women’s Day.  Zavala regularly 
makes public appearances with her, inviting Eufrosina to accompany her to meet Michelle Obama and visiting 
Eufrosina's hometown in her visits to Oaxaca. Eufrosina's rising role in the PAN party was marked in May of 
2011 when she became the national coordinator of Indigenous Affairs.  For a look at the public relationship that 
Eufrosina and Calder—n present see the website of the Presidencia de la República de México, discourse by 
President Felipe Calderón Hinjosa in Oaxaca City, Oaxaca on February 15, 2011 entitled “El Presidente 
Calder—n en la firma del  acuerdo de coordinaci—n para la ejecuci—n de infraestructura b‡sica a pueblos 
indígenas,” http://www.presidencia.gob.mx. See also “Frenar discriminación a mujeres entre indígenas, piden a 
Calderón,” La Jornada, Tuesday, 18 of March, Sociedad y Justicia. On her visit with Michelle Obama, see 
Yadira Sosa, 'Eufrosina con Michelle Obama: La activista oaxaqueña expondrá inequidad de género ante 
primera dama de EU' El Imparcial 13 of April, 2010. On Eufrosina's relationship with the PAN, see Francisco 
Sandcoval Alarc—n, 'Busca PAN impulsar candidaturas ind’genas' Animal Pol’tico 
http://www.animalpolitico.com accessed 7 of May, 2011. 
  
116 Calderon's support has also propelled her to have her own political career.  Eufrosina became a plurinominal 
candidate of Calderón's PAN party and in January of 2011, with the PAN's coalition victory in Oaxaca, she was 
designated as the President of the state congress, a position never held by a woman, let alone an indigenous one. 
  
117 Sergio Sarmiento, 'Jaque Mate: Por ser mujer', Reforma, Mexico City, 6 of October, 2008, p.12.  
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instead come to deny, both practically and philosophically, the dichotomy between the two 
rights, arguing that they draw from both to struggle for justice within and beyond their 
communities (see Sierra 2001).  In this way, they usurp the state's role as both provider and 
securer of rights and reposition themselves as the key actors in deciding which rights to claim 
and use (Gutiérrez and Palomo 2000; Sánchez Néstor 2003).  They also present the idea of an 
alternative notion of rights – one not dependent upon state intervention but rather created via 
community practices (Speed and Reyes 2002).   
 Claims for indigenous autonomy have rung true with many indigenous women, and 
have often created a discursive space in which they have come to demand personal 
autonomy, arguing that indigenous autonomy can never be realized if women are 
systematically oppressed within indigenous groups (S‡nchez 2003; GutiŽrrez and Palomo 
2000).  Text from a speech given before Congress by Comandante Esther (one of the female 
Zapatista leaders), in which she calls for the passage of indigenous rights law, demonstrates 
this.  She first presents the idea that she, as an indigenous woman, needs no one (neither a 
state actor nor a white feminist) to tell her which practices are negative or beneficial to her: 
ÒWe know which are good and which are bad uses and customs. The bad ones are hitting and 
beating a woman, buying and selling, marrying by force against her will, not being allowed 
to participate in the assembly, not being able to leave the house.Ó118  She then argues that 
despite this struggle, and in fact to help with this struggle, indigenous women need the 
recognition of their collective rights: ÒThat means that we want our manner of dressing 
recognised, of speaking, of governing, of organizing, of praying, of curing, our method of 
                                                
118 Esther was calling for passage of laws agreed to during the signing of the San Andres Accords, agreements 
reached between the Zapatistas and the Mexican government.  The text of her speech, given on March 28, 2001, 
is translated to English and printed in Dissident Women: Gender and Cultural Politics in Chiapas by Shannon 
Speed, Hernández Castillo, and Stephen (2006). 
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working in collectives, of respecting the land and of understanding life, which is nature, of 
which we are a part.”  Like Esther, other indigenous women who are marginalised by both 
the state and their own communities are finding spaces to assert their ideas.  Referred to by 
some as the emergence of an “indigenous feminism,” many indigenous women are beginning 
to argue that the recognition of women's individual rights is inextricably linked to the 
recognition of collective rights (Hern‡ndez Castillo 2010; Mej’a 2008).  They insist that one 
without the other limits their ability to be Òfull human beingsÓ and to engage in all the 
practices that make them unique and give meaning to their lives.  Thus they are involved in a 
larger project of rethinking the very foundations of state-based rights discourses, and instead 
are working to articulate different conceptions of communal rights structures lived in action, 
not necessarily granted from above (Speed and Reyes 2002). 
 This idea is demonstrated in the response to Eufrosina's case on the Oaxacan state 
level.  Despite the powerful rhetoric surrounding Eufrosina's case at both the national and 
international level, within Oaxaca, indigenous women do not as easily accept this 
presentation.  Recently, a newly formed Assembly of Indigenous Women, instigated by well-
known female indigenous leaders, publicly stated that Eufrosina does not speak for all 
indigenous women in Oaxaca, and that having her in office is not a representation of 
indigenous women's recognition as such; rather it is an act of party politics.119  Others, 
including other indigenous women who have been municipal presidents of their 
communities, criticize her for not having engaged in the hierarchy of community cargos by 
not living in her community (she left it as n adolescent) or attempting to participate in 
community works from afar (Vázquez García 2011).  One woman, a young indigenous 
                                                
119 Águeda Robles, ÒRechazan mujeres ind’genas que Eufrosina sea su voz en el Congreso” Diario Despertar 3 




student, even declared in a public forum that Eufrosina undermines everything that she is as 
an indigenous woman by attacking practices of indigenous autonomy.120  She, like others, 
views Eufrosina as a creation of political parties and a way to use indigenous women in the 
promotion of certain party-based political agendas.   
 While Eufrosina's story has become polemical in the capital and with indigenous 
leaders, in other communities, her case is still unknown, but its effects (the mandate for 
women to participate in UYC elections in the reform of Article 25) have become a part of 
community discussions.   In the following section, I explore the response of Yatzachi's single 
women to the IEE letter.    
 
YATZACHI'S RESPONSE  
 In the assembly held on July 19, 2009, Yatzachi's municipal president showed the 
letter to citizens.  It was decided that the women present would respond to the IEE with their 
own letter, informing the IEE that they willingly chose not to be considered for cabildo 
positions and detailing why the IEEÕs demands were not applicable to the reality of their 
situation.  Since women (albeit only singe or widowed women) participate in cargos in 
Yatzachi, why did the community feel the need to respond to the letter from the IEE?  And 
why would women, in a town recognized for more progressive gender relations, not want to 
participate in the cabildo?  I argue that the answer depends on the dynamics of and conflicts 
over gendered communal labor.  Although the response was a political statement by women 
in Yatzachi toward the IEE and the state in general, it was also a statement designed for their 
fellow male citizens within the community.  Although town leaders felt pressured to either 
elect a woman to the cabildo or to respond to the IEE saying why they did not elect a woman, 
                                                
120 Forum on Comunalidad, Guelatao, Oaxaca. November 25, 2010.   
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they basically did both.  Carolina,121 a young 25-year-old woman and a single mother, was 
named as municipal secretary (sheÕs only the second woman to be named to the position).  
While not a cabildo position per se, the secretary is a position officially recognized by the 
state (so Yatzachi will be on record for having a female secretary and complying with the 
IEEÕs stipulation).  At the same time, the women's letter to the IEE demonstrates what is at 
stake in this debate for the women of Yatzachi.  Within the community, it is not an issue of 
individual versus collective rights, as it is portrayed at the state level.  Instead, it is important 
because it is a struggle over labor – and the ways in which their labor can be claimed by the 
community.  
 The letter to the IEE was written after the assembly occurred, in which women and 
men opined on the issue of having a woman fulfill cargos in the cabildo.  It was drafted by a 
few key female authors, taking arguments made in the assembly, and later signed by all the 
thirteen single female active citizens.  It has five numbered points, which are the following 
(my translation): 
1. Women have always been considered for cargo positions, but only when the cargos 
include activities that we can do, such as secretary, treasurer, school committee, clinic 
committee, etc.  We don’t agree to do cargos that are part of the cabildo, the 
agricultural development committee, and communal goods, because according to 
Usos y Costumbres men perform theses cargos, given that in the community, they are 
the ones in charge of directing communal work and tequios, and it is not acceptable to 
simply give orders but rather to lead these projects in order to show how it is done, 
and many of these activities are difficult for women (carrying rocks, picking up 
cement blocks, repairing water tubes, etc).   
2. There have been years when women have been named to these cargos, but those 
that have accepted the cargo have not performed it themselves; instead they look for a 
man to do it for them, and they obviously have to pay for this service since all cargos 
are performed without remuneration.   
3. We do not accept these cargos because we have to take care of our children, 
because our husbands are those who have to work to for our sustenance and we do not 
have daycare centers nor do we have paid jobs for women. 
4. If the cargo positions were paid, we would have money to be able to pay someone 
                                                
121 Names unless otherwise noted are changed for privacy purposes. 
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to take care of our children and our domestic animals.   
5. Probably these arguments will not be valid, unless within your office there is a 
worker of indigenous origin that can give you a broader explanation and help you to 
understand the situation in which we live. 
  
 When read closely, these five points all center around defining and giving value to 
women’s labor while at the same time differentiating it from men’s labor.  Point 1 was an 
issue commonly brought up in my interviews with community members regarding womenÕs 
roles in UYC.  Men and women alike strongly defended the idea that women simply could 
not do some cargo positions.  This had to do with the physical difficulty of the labor as well 
as the symbolic value of the labor.  As one past municipal president told me, “The president 
always has to be up front.  Being a leader here is not just giving commands to people, it is 
about showing them what to do.  If the president or the alderman of health calls for a tequio, 
he has to be the first one to work, the one leading the way with the shovel.  If we have a hard 
time motivating the men to do tequio, imagine how they would react trying to follow a 
woman!Ó Thus, not only were women seen as not physically able to do certain kinds of work,
concerns about this work were strongly linked with the ability to lead.  With leadership 
predicated on performance and demonstration of physical ability to do manual labor, women 
simply were not cut out for the job.   
 While this idea circulated in discussions over cargos and tequios, in other 
conversations about men and women’s labor, I found ideas that contradicted this thought.  
Several men have commented to me about their admiration for strong women in the 
community who have always done manual labor and Òwork just like a man.Ó Likewise, there 
is consensus that since tequio responsibilities have lessened, the physical labor of cargo and 
tequio has become more manageable.  Additionally, I had a hard time imagining the current 
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municipal president, who is in his mid-60s and has spent much of his life behind a desk, 
fitting the brawny image of a physical leader.   
So why then does the idea of physical difference hold sway?  On the one hand, it is 
sometimes true.  On the other hand, it has been used historically as a way to keep men in 
power within the community.  Currently, however, I argue that it is most validated and not 
necessarily challenged because women, already pressed by various economic needs and 
familial obligations, do not want to add more work to their already busy lives, even if this 
means a chance at official increased voice within Yatzachi (something that most women do 
indeed want).  We can see this idea in Points 3 and 4 of the letter. These points not only lay 
out what is typical womenÕs work, but they also attempt to emphasize the value of this work.  
Point 4 very clearly presents womenÕs domestic work, while neither part of the communal 
labor value system nor part of the capitalist value system, as an important form of labor.  By 
focusing on the way in which they would (or in this case, would not) be able to monetarily 
remunerate someone to do this labor in their absence, women are attempting to show just 
how their labor is valued in both capitalist terms and in community governance terms. 
Someone has to subsidize the ÒfreeÓ labor given to the municipality.  If women are not at 
home doing labors typically recognized as household reproduction, how would men be able 
to give of their labors?  By explaining the value of this labor in terms of what it would be if it 
were commodified labor, the women demonstrate not only that the work they do outside of 
community governance is important, but also that their lives do not neatly fit into the 
framework of systems based on monetary value and commodified labor. 
Addressing this aspect of valuing women’s work within the letter was not only used 
to declare why women should not hold high government positions – it was also a way of 
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validating married womenÕs participation in community life.  No one seemed to question the 
idea that only a small portion of all the women in Yatzachi, the “active citizens” were 
speaking for all women.  It was not even considered that married women (who were not in 
attendance at the assembly because their husbands were) might have an opinion.  Nor was it 
thought that they necessarily had the right to voice an opinion if they had it.  As people who 
do not conduct cargo or tequio, married women often feel incompetent and uncomfortable 
arguing these terms for others that do do the work.  However, what was regularly emphasized 
by all men and women was that married women’s labor does play an important role in 
community life.  Although they do not go to tequio, many women and men described that 
tequio days are also taxing for women – they wake up earlier than the men and prepare their 
food for the day, and are often left to care for chores that men would otherwise do during the 
day.  Likewise, during years of cargo service when men must be present daily at the 
municipality office, women are often left to handle the responsibilities of menÕs jobs in the 
home and in the fields. 
By emphasizing the value of women’s work within the community, single women 
were also staking a claim that they see their participation in cargos as unfair.  This is evident 
in Point 2, with the idea that because women cannot do the physical labor, they would have 
to find someone else to fulfill their cargo.  That substitution would require significant 
resources to which women do not have access.  It would essentially be a punishment, as 
women would not only still be responsible for their work within the home, but would also 
have to seek some type of outside commodified employment to be able to pay their 
substitute.  This is just one of the many aspects of cargo and tequio that the majority of active 
female citizens think is unfair.  In particular, young women feel doubly burdened by the 
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system.  Those who are single do not see how they tax community resources and thus why 
they have to contribute in the form of cargo and tequio.  As one woman told me, “I don’t 
have children, and I rarely use the clinic, so I donÕt think it is fair that I have to actively 
support these services.Ó  Those who are single with children (their husbands have left them or 
they had children out of wedlock) point to the amazing workload they have. Not only do they 
single-handedly care for their families, but they also must spend significant time doing 
community work.   
This is evident in the life of Carolina, who will become only the third woman to hold 
the cargo of secretary.  Carolina lives with her parents and her three-year-old daughter.  Her 
husband, a former classmate of hers from a nearby town, left for the United States three years 
ago.  She has not heard from him for two years, and considers herself now to be a single 
woman.  Becoming pregnant while she was still in high school, Carolina dropped out to get 
married and live with her husbandÕs family.  When her husband left for the Uni ed States, she 
returned to Yatzachi to have her child and live with her parents.  Since she was pregnant upon 
return to Yatzachi, she was not given a cargo.  However, now it is time for her begin her 
service again.  Since she knew that she “owed” a cargo to the municipality, she felt unable to 
fight against being named secretary in the assembly.  As she told me, ÒI was able to get out of 
doing cargo last year because of my responsibilities to my daughter and to my work.  I told 
them that I’d be happy to serve in the future, just not last year.  So this year, when they 
nominated me as secretary, I couldn’t protest.”  Carolina, however, is worried about how she 
will manage all her responsibilities when she becomes secretary in January.  She is not only a 
mother, but also holds a part time job and is studying to complete her high school degree.  
She currently works in a nearby town for a small loan agency.  Walking an hour each way, 
 
 224 
she works from nine in the morning to three in the afternoon.  On Fridays, she travels to the 
Oaxaca City (about a four-hour bus ride) to attend classes all day Saturday. She returns to 
Yatzachi on Saturday evenings.  As secretary, Carolina will have to be present in the 
municipal offices every day from 7:00 to 9:00 a.m. and again from 7:00 to 9:00 p.m.  She 
will also occasionally have to make all-day trips to Oaxaca City with cabildo members to file 
formal documents with state entities.  SheÕs afraid she will have to quit her job or her studies 
to fulfill her cargo roles.  Although she and her daughter live with her parents, quitting her 
job means that she will have no income.  Likewise, she’ll have to depend on her parents to 
help her buy the things her daughter needs (she currently gives them the majority of her 
income, keeping a bit to subsidize h r studies).   
Although Carolina signed the letter to the IEE, she felt somewhat conflicted about it.  
She does think that women could hold cabildo positions if they wanted to. However, she 
certainly does not want to.  This is not necessarily because she does not want to be involved 
in local governance, it is because she is already taxed with too many responsibilities.  
Carolina is both nervous and excited about being the municipal secretary.  She is nervous 
because it is a huge pressure, and she wants to do a good job.  Everyone will be watching her 
to see how well she does her work, and she wants to prove that she is capable. She’s also 
hoping that the cabildo members will support her.  Her uncle will be the new municipal 
president, and sheÕs hoping that his awareness of her situation will mean that he will be able 
to give her special permission to work at different times or to miss certain days of work so 
that she could at least continue with her studies.   
The case of Carolina demonstrates just how difficult it is for some women who are 
active citizens of Yatzachi.  Carolina did not view being named to a cargo position as unfair. 
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She sees it as an important part of being a member of the community.  However, other young 
women in a similar position were more critical of the system.  The story of two young sisters 
demonstrates how involvement in the cargo system not only complicates their lives, but 
encourages them to think of a future away from the community, not it in.  Josefina is a 30-
year-old mother of two young boys, ages eight and four.  Like Carolina, her husband left for 
the United States and, over the last four years, has ceased communication with her and their 
children.  Josefina has been left with the task of rearing her boys without monetary support
from her husband.  Three years ago, after political unrest and an economic downturn in 
Oaxaca City, Josefina moved back to Yatzachi to live with her parents.  She has been 
working in a restaurant in Oaxaca City.  Her sister, Lilia, lived with her, studying and taking 
care of the boys.  As work in the restaurant industry declined, she struggled to pay rent and 
buy food.  She told me, ÒMy dad told me to come home. He saw how I was struggling and 
said that even if there wasnÕt money here [in Yatzachi] at least w  would have a home and we 
would always have food. He and my mother were very helpful.”  She moved back Yatzachi, 
leaving her sister in the city.  She was immediately given a cargo position upon her return (a 
position in the clinic committee).  The foll wing year, when she had finished her cargo, she 
left her children in the care of her parents and returned to Oaxaca City to work.  Although she 
was not living in Yatzachi, because her children were and she returned regularly to visit them, 
she was again named to do another cargo the following year (again in the clinic committee).   
In July, at the assembly for electing new cargo holders (and also the meeting where 
women’s participation and the IEE letter were discussed), Josefina’s sister, Lilia, was 
nominated for the clinic committee for the following year.  Lilia was frustrated.  She visits 
her family on a regular basis, but felt that this visitation did not merit her being named for a 
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cargo position.  At a point where she was changing jobs in Oaxaca City, she was unable to 
assure potential employers that she could work for a long period of time (given that she had 
to return to Yatzachi in January to do her cargo).  After a discussion with Josefina, she agreed 
to move back to Yatzachi in August, finish Josefina’s cargo, and allow Josefina to come and 
work in Oaxaca City.  Josefina was pleased with the arrangement, as this will give her 18 
months to work and save money before she is named for another cargo.  Lilia has since taken 
over all the household chores and has become the primary caretaker for Josefina’s boys.   
Both women feel doubly burdened by their participation in UYC.  If they were young 
men, they would have undoubtedly have left the community to find work elsewhere. (Lilia 
actually did try to go to the United States, but was caught at the border and deported).  
However, especially for Josefina, her familial responsibilities have made it that she still 
remains dependent upon her family, and is by default still connected with Yatzachi and 
subject to cargo and tequio.  Lilia, though not as firmly tied to Yatzachi, is doing her cargo 
because she is afraid that if she does not, her ability to return to the community and visit her 
family will be taken away from her. She told me “At worst, they [the municipal authorities] 
could tell me I couldnÕt come back, and wouldnÕt allow me to visit my parents.Ó  Not only 
would she not be able to return to see her family, but an option of a future in Yatzachi would 
be limited for her.  Thus, both Lilia and Josefina viewed their participation in UYC as more 
of a punishment than a right.  While they felt it was unfair, the fear of being banned from the 
community still kept them participating in the system.  Likewise, it was rather useless to 
complain or argue against being named to cargo positions.  As another young single woman 
told me, any complaints she has attempted to bring up regarding cargo and tequio have been 
dismissed, often with the response by authorities that if she does not want to do the work, she 
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should get married and have a man do it for her.    
The restraints of gendered labor and citizenship within Yatzachi’s communal system 
are part of the reason why both Lilia and Josefina are envisioning making their future 
elsewhere.  Josefina has managed to buy a plot of land in Oaxaca City with savings she’s 
accumulated. She’s hoping that over the next eighteen months sheÕll be able to save more to 
begin building a house. Her goal is to have a place for her and her sons to live near the city, 
so she can continue to work and so that the boys will have better access to education.  
Likewise, Lilia cannot imagine returning to the community once her parents are deceased. 
She sees no possibility for advancement there due to the lack of paid jobs.  
For these young women, the creation of the letter to the IEE was thus more about 
demands upon their labor than it was about whether or not they wanted political participation 
in Yatzachi.  As they struggle to fulfill minor cargos that are not as time consuming as those 
of the cabildo, they simply do not see how it would be possible for them to ever give of their 
time for a more demanding position.  However, the issue of political participation is one that 
many of them think of, and one that older women who signed the letter seemed to be more 
concerned with.  One woman who signed the letter, a sixty-four year old who has spent most 
of her life working in the agricultural fields of California but has now returned to retire 
Yatzachi, expressed to me her discomfort with the letter.  When I started talking with her 
about it, she immediately wanted to know my opinion. Did I think it was right not to have 
women in the most powerful positions? Motivated by her background as a member of the 
United Farm Workers in the 1970s and 1980s, she had been a participant is various 
mobilizations of female farmworkers and greatly admired the female leaders of the 
movement.  According to her, these women fought for both farmworkers rights as well as 
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women’s rights.  Thus, exclusion of women of any kinds felt odd to her, but she also admitted 
that it would be very difficult for women, with all of their home responsibilities, to fulfill a 
cabildo position. 
Another woman, fifty-two years old, also expressed discomfort with the letter.  
Although she is married, her husband has migrated for blocks of time outside of the 
community.  However, even when he is in Yatzachi, she insists on going the assemblies with 
him.  A mother of nine grown children and a former schoolteacher, she is the only woman so 
far to have held positions as municipal secretary and treasurer.  Both times, however, she 
performed the cargos in the name of someone else – both migrants living in the United 
States, one male and one female. She was paid both times.  A few years later, when her 
husband was named to be an alderman, she wanted to fulfill the cargo in place of him.  The 
community would not allow it.  She seemed a bit baffled as to why women wouldnÕt be able 
to fulfill all of the cabildo posts.  She was able to manage her jobs while she still had children 
at home, and even though it was difficult, she enjoyed herself and felt like she learned a lot 
from the experience.  Although she did not want to sign the letter, she felt obliged to, because 
she is not the one affected by being named to cargo positions.  Because she is married, she 
can choose to do them when the opportunity arises, not because she is nominated.     
Meanwhile, several single women as well as a few married women expressed their 
frustration with their ability to be heard and taken seriously in Yatzachi.  Josefina told me 
how she rarely speaks in the assembly meetings.  At first she did not speak because she was 
new to the whole system and felt that she did not have enough experience to opine.  While 
now she has experience, she still hesitates (admitting she is shy to begin with) because “even 
when a woman does speak, they donÕt really listen to us.  Our opinions arenÕt ever really 
 
 229 
taken into account.”  She said that when the current municipal president returned to the 
community a few years ago, he always encouraged women to speak in the meetings, and 
encouraged men to listen.  SheÕs seen a gradual change in the environment in assemblies 
since then, and feels more comfortable speaking now.    
A married woman, who currently does not do cargos but held lesser cargo positions as 
a young single woman, expressed her desire to have her opinions taken into account in the 
community.  Even though she does not want to do cargos currently, she would like to see 
changes in the community.  Although she suggests to her husband certain ideas or projects he 
should bring to the assembly, sometimes he does not always agree with her assessments.  She 
explained to me how a few years ago, she got together with a few other married women and 
they went to the municipality to push for the creation of public restrooms near the river.  
While the municipal president listened to them, he asked them if they were going to 
contribute the labor for the project.  When they responded no, he told them that their project 
was not necessary.  He made them fell that since they would not be giving the labor in terms 
of tequio for the project to happen, they had very little ground on which to propose a project 
that would claim the labor time of others.  The woman and her friends have not returned to 
make any other suggestions.   
The municipal presidentÕs response was not necessarily an intentional way to 
discriminate against women or make them feel uncomfortable expressing their desires as 
women.  Rather, it was an appeal to the conventions of citizenship whereby those who 
conduct tequio are those who are (rightfully in his view) given the most say over the way in 
which this labor will be spent.  Since most community development projects have been and 
continue to be constructed through tequio labor, this means that women’s opinions, whether 
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they be expressed by active female citizens or married women, are rarely taken into account.   
 
DEFENDING COMMUNITY  
 If the single women in Yatzachi already do participate in cargos (albeit lesser cargos), 
why then write the letter to the IEE?  The answer lies in two issues: the desire for women to 
document for themselves (and set as a type of precedent) that they will not be forced to 
engage in cabildo positions and the need to protect Yatzachi from potential state incursion.  I 
elaborate on my conversation with Carolina to explain:  
H: What was the discussion about the letter like in the assembly?  
C: Well, they asked us [the women] what we thought.  And most times many of us 
don't talk in the assemblies, because one thing you learn in the assembly is that the 
older men will always say, “No, these girls are just now starting to engage in town 
work. They don't know what has happened with the pueblo, they don't know what all 
we've gone through to arrive where we are today.Ó  So sometimes, it's best not to say 
anything.  But this time they asked us directly what we thought.  I said that it would 
be difficult for me to be in the cabildo, and I would prefer not to do it.  And that's 
what all the other women said too.  It wasn't in their best interest, because any woman 
could then be forced to be in the cabildo.  That's why we decided to send a letter to 
the IEE that said that we rejected cabildo spots.  It's not that we aren't taken into 
account, it is just that it would be difficult to do those cargos as a woman. 
H: Was the president in favor of having women in the cabildo? 
C: Yes, he seemed to be in favor of it. He told us that if we didn't nominate a woman 
to the cabildo and have her name on the list of cabildo members that we send to the 
IEE, they could annul our elections.  But the citizens that have been around a long 
time said that this isn't the first time that they've threatened to annul elections if we 
don't do one thing or another.  And that's why we sent the letter – as a type of support 
– so that the IEE would see that it wasn't just a whim of the male citizens, but that the 
women themselves didn't want it and rejected it.   
H: So was it a decision of one of the women to write the letter? 
C: It was a decision of the pueblo. We decided to send a letter and that the women 
would sign it in a show of support.   
 
 Thus, on the one hand, the letter was both a response by women to their own 
community, highlighting the unfair terms of their labor use within the communal system.  
One the other, it was a stance that worked to protect the pueblo in the face of threatened state 
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incursion.  This type of moment is what Speed (2006), in exploring the way indigenous 
women attempt to merge concepts of individual and collective rights, refers to as a Òdouble 
challenge.Ó 
 The first challenge is to men within their communities and organizations to recognize 
women's rights and change 'traditional' gender norms; this challenge is strengthened 
because it is not a product of paternalistic external protections and because it cannot 
be discounted as the discourse of outsiders.  The second challenge, which arises by 
their refusal to disarticulate their struggle for women's equality within their 
communities from their struggle for rights based on cultural difference, is to the 
multiculturalism of the neoliberal state in Mexico, drawing the contradictions to the 
fore and offering an alternative logic (2006, 220). 
 
This alternative logic is one “that refuses to conceptualize women's rights outside of their 
collective contextÓ (ibid.).   
  
ALTERNATIVE RIGHTS AND VALUE SYSTEMS  
 By writing and signing the document, an official act of municipal governance, the 
women of Yatzachi demonstrate how they are working within state discourses of women's 
individual rights while simultaneously supporting the collective rights of their pueblo.  The 
women demonstrate in their letter how they do have rights, especially in the first section in 
which they   paint a picture of women engaging in community debates and fully opining.  
However, they deny the role of the state as founder or guarantor of these rights, 
demonstrating that instead of adhering to a notion of state-defined rights (to local political 
participation) they adhere to a different concept of right – one based on comunalidad.  Thus 
they usurp the state's role as supreme right grantor as the state cannot give them something 
they already have.  
 This hints at something even more important: a very different way of thinking about 
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rights that corresponds to an alternative system of value.  In Yatzachi, the right to hold a 
position in local leadership positions is not seen as a right: it is an obligation.  Moreover, it is 
an obligation that depends upon sacrifice, labor, and time.  Fulfilling this obligation allows 
one to then exercise rights gained through service – th right to live in the community, enjoy 
its services (land, infrastructure, security), participate in communal life, and speak in the 
assembly.  These visions of communal rights serve as an alternative to liberal notions of 
rights promoted by the nation-state.  As Speed and Reyes (2002) demonstrate through work 
with Zapatista groups, indigenous peoples in Mexico actively engage with an alternative 
notion of rights as something not granted from above (from the state or from God), but as 
exercised in practice within communities.  This alternative expression of rights runs parallel 
to state rights systems, and challenges both notions of sovereign rule and the role of the law. 
Indeed, in this reading, multicultural laws become not necessarily the vehicle for state orders, 
but rather a necessary entity with which indigenous communities must engage in order to 
promote their own sense of autonomy.  This split between notions of state rights and 
indigenous communally-based rights not only questions the notions of sovereignty and rights, 
but it also challenges the rationality of the state and the ability of the state to ever fully 
comprehend the realities it seeks to manage.  The fifth point of the document, in which the 
women ruminate about whether or not the state will be able to understand their arguments, 
demonstrates just how state logics do not transfer into indigenous communities. Even further, 
by pointing out the profound inability of the state to understand this difference, it suggests 
that the state's agenda is not one of true concern for indigenous women's needs. In this sense, 
it critiques the state's abstract categories of rights, the way it equates political participation 
with gender equality, and the state's attempt to implement these notions via the law.  This 
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document thus serves as a type of ÒtranslationÓ in which the people of Yatzachi attempt to 
use the categories, forms, and ideas of the multicultural state not only to explain themselves, 
but to demonstrate the state's severe inability to comprehend its supposed subjects. 
 Thus, as the above analysis demonstrates, the key struggle in Yatzachi is how to 
maintain an alternative value system and its formulation of lived rights while simultaneously 
challenging it to become more inclusive (by granting status to women's often uncounted 
labor, not burdening them with extra charges).  Part of this struggle is to make women's 




 To conclude, I return briefly to the second way in which gendered migration is 
challenging the role of indigenous communities: the construction of transnational gendered 
household and communal relationships.  The debate over women's labor and cargos is one 
that largely revolved around the issues of young single women attempting to balance 
household responsibilities with temporary labor migration (to Oaxaca City) and community 
cargos and other women i solidarity with them.  However, as more retirees, male and 
female, return to Yatzachi, this profile is likely to change in the future.  Several women, like 
the woman mentioned above who participated in the farmworkers movement, have had 
migratory experiences that made them feel more excited about women's political 
participation.  One example is Evelyn, a woman in her late 60s who spent most of her life 
living in Mexico City.  She had a small stall in a large urban market and came to organize 
with other female vendors for better labor conditions.  When she returned to Yatzachi as a 
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widow to care for her ailing brother, she was called for a cargo.  However, it was a lesser 
cargo, and Evelyn demanded that she should be considered for a cabildo position – she had 
the experience and desire of leading groups of people.  Originally scoffed at for her bravado, 
she was later called for a more important cargo.  She unfortunately declined however, as she 
became ill and required medical attention.   
Likewise, women have become key players in what used to be migrant hometown 
associations but what today are more culturally-oriented groups in destination locations 
(musical groups, dancing groups, cultural clubs, etc.).  These forms of participating from afar 
can also be drawn upon in women's attempts to realize their rights within Yatzachi itself.  
However, the fact that many of these return migrants are elderly and out of reproductive age 
does not mean that their burdens of social reproduction are necessarily le ser than those of 
younger women.  It is common for female retirees to care for elderly family members on 
both sides of the border.  These acts of care are often intensive, as they involve nursing duties 
beyond household labors.  Additionally, some women often help their grown children 
engaged in wage labor by caring for their grandchildren, making it difficult for them to leave 
migrant destination areas to return to Yatzachi to live more permanently.  The challenge for 
these women and for Yatzachi's broader transnational community is how to incorporate 
within their communal system recognition of women's labors, be they formal cargos or 
informal tasks of household and communal reproduction.  It is a question of opening an 
alternative form of valuing labor to make it more inclusive, with the consequence of 










“I fall and I rise again, I stop being but I return to existence because I still am, I yield and I 
protest, I accept and I reject. Above all, I endureÓ (Bonfil Batalla 1996, 143: in discussing 
the perseverance of indigenous communal systems in Mexico). 
  
Several decades ago, Yatzachitecos planted a variety of fruit trees (mostly mangos of 
various types) on collective land alongside the river. It was a communal initiative, inspired 
largely in part by notions of what a progressive and developed place Yatzachi would be (in 
this case, a place where agricultural production would benefit town members and the wider 
community). Each year, these trees produce massive amounts of fruit in the spring and early 
summer. It has become a common activity for Yatzachitecos near and far to return during 
Easter and summer vacations and make a trip to the river to pick and eat mangos and bathe in 
the sun and water. However, over the decades the trees were gradually left untended. During 
my fieldwork, the authorities decided to revisit them. They called a general tequio, where all 
household representatives as well as other volunteers were invited to go to the river and clean 
up (cut back grass, remove debris and dead branches). The tequio lasted several days, and 
proved to be a fun work task, with people bringing food for picnics and plenty of time for 
socializing. Later, at a town assembly, the authorities thanked those who participated, 
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especially the women and the elderly. They then consulted with the assembly as to whether 
or not they would like to continue the project  –  not just cleaning the area, but also planting 
new and different types of trees. In particular, the President noted that people seemed pleased 
with the work. He opined that since the trees were inherited from past generations, perhaps 
they should honor that effort by keeping them in good shape. Likewise, they should follow 
the example of their ancestors and think about what they would like to provide for future 
generations. Several people spoke up, almost all in agreement. One elderly retired migrant 
argued, “this is a great initiative, let's do the work! My kids aren't here [in the community] 
now, but if it occurs to them to return, it would be really nice to have more than just 
sandbanks down there [by the river].” They began to plan their next tequios accordingly.  
Observing the assembly meeting, I wondered if I was the only one secretly worrying 
that there might not be any future generations to speak of, let alone enjoy the fruit trees.  
However, the fact that the initiative was so widely supported made me realize that 
Yatzachitecos have not given up.  They may be called the ghost town of the Sierra, and they 
may struggle every day with maintaining their communal system, but many still seem to 
think that Yatzachi can have a future.  Their job is to do what they can today to give Yatzachi 
the possibility of that future.  What can we make of this? And more broadly, what can we 
make of Yatzachi’s endurance? I argue that this story brings up two important and related 
issues to be considered by way of conclusion: the sustainability of Yatzachi’s communal 







 To address the question of the sustainability and endurance of Yatzachi’s communal 
system, I take as a starting point Hall’s notion of articulation (Hall 1980).  For Hall, drawing 
on Althusser (1976) and Gramsci (1971), articulation is a way to think about the messy 
relationships between the economic and the social that does not privilege one over the other, 
but that explores how they are historically connected in different configurations of 
domination: ÒBy the term, ‘articulation,’ I mean a connection or link which . . . requires 
particular conditions of existence to appear at all, which has to be positively sustained by 
specific processes, which is not ‘eternal’ but has constantly to be renewed, which can under 
some circumstances disappear or be overthrown, leading to the old linkages being dissolved 
and new connections – re-articulations – being forged” (Hall 1985, 113). As Hart writes, this 
vision of articulation is “firmly grounded in the inseparability of meaning and practice” and 
“attends to multiple historical/geographical determinations, as opposed to an abstract 
determinism that conjures up inexorable ‘laws’” (2004, 98).   
 This notion of articulation allows us to think about questions of Yatzachi’s communal 
system in three main ways. First, it undermines essentialist notions of a romantic and 
timeless coherent entity of an indigenous community, one to be defended and preserved at all 
costs in some type of original state.  The communal system is, as Reyes argues, “not due to 
some preexisting epistemological or even ontological exteriority but due to their [indigenous 
peoples’] insistence on inventing and reinventing governmental practices of exteriorization 
that are fundamentally incompatible with the liberal/colonial state” (2012, 22).  As the 
previous chapters have demonstrated, Yatzachi’s communal system was not born fully 
formed, but was forged through specific struggles with dominant powers in different 
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historical moments: first colonization, later Mexican liberalism, followed by 
postrevolutionary state formation, and now neoliberalism. These struggles have helped create 
the communal system over time, not only articulating its constitutive elements (collective 
land, collective labor, fiesta, and horizontal governance) together as a system, but also 
linking these elements to different forms of colonial and national projects of economic and 
political rule.  Indeed, as I also argue in the previous chapters, this has allowed Yatzachi’s 
communal system to create an alternative form of economic value that is of special 
importance in the current moment.   
Second, and closely related to the first, this view of articulation enables us to read the 
communal system as an entity that can change over time, or that can come to be articulated in 
different ways.  This is particularly helpful when thinking about the consequences of 
migration upon the communal system.  Although the articulation of land, labor, assembly, 
and fiesta have served as the backbone of this communal system, given that they have been 
historically linked together, the relationships between these elements can also come to 
change in different moments.122  What we see in Yatzachi’s communal system in the current 
political and economic moment (of neoliberal multiculturalism and transnational labor 
migration) is a shifted emphasis towards some components of the communal system and 
changes in others. For example, collectively held land no longer has the importance of being 
the main source of subsistence for people in Yatzachi.  Although being able to produce food 
was a key part of the way in which Yatzachitecos were able to create practices of autonomy 
and a non-capitalist system of value, subsistence production no longer has the same 
importance.  However, collectively held land, as demonstrated in Chapter 5, has become 
                                                
122 Hart (2004) cautions against seeing these linkages as somehow free-floating. Rather, they are materially 
conditioned in particular historical geographies.  
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important in a type of gatekeeping role, as it has now become one of the key mechanisms 
through which to force migrant return at risk of losing one’s claim to land within the 
municipality.   
Likewise, the question of work and its relationship to communal belonging has also 
come to have new practices and meanings.  The absence of able-bodied migrants has brought 
to the forefront the importance of engaging in cargo and tequio in order to maintain 
Yatzachi’s municipal functions.  While doing a cargo from afar  –  by paying a proxy  –  has 
monetized this alternative system of labor value found within Yatzachi’s communal system, 
it has also allowed for Yatzachitecos to place new emphases on the importance of labor done 
in the benefit of the collective; this makes labor, whether done in Yatzachi itself or 
performed in the restaurants and affluent homes of Los Angeles, the main aspect upon which 
communal belonging is now defined.  Thus, although it is always preferred (and considered 
more prestigious) to labor in Yatzachi, labor done on an individual level, but somehow 
transferred back to collective (via cash, via the payment of a laborer, or, as in Chapter 4, the 
purchase of a bull) can still count as a sign of membership, and a constitutive part of migrant 
identity.   
Therefore, reading the communal system in Yatzachi as a type of constantly contested 
and changing articulation also helps to complicate the view that indigenous communities are 
either an archaic pre-modern form destined to eventual demise (see De Janvry 1981) or a last 
bastion of resistance that must be preserved in a pristine state (Esteva 2009). Instead, it 
allows for change within indigenous communities, without threatening to destroy some 
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romanticized essence.!"#  Thus, Yatzachi’s communal system can be open to certain aspects 
of change and can struggle over others within its specific historical and geographical context.   
 
RESISTANCE 
Third, and finally, the concept of articulation also then sets the stage for potential 
political projects in that it allows us to examine which types of articulation re ecessary or 
conducive to the promotion of particular discourses and practices for certain ends (autonomy, 
identity production, etc.).  However, the case of Yatzachi cautions against eeing the act of 
rearticulation as a clear, coherent act of resistance by an actor who fully reads numerous 
articulations and thus places himself within a field of action (Rose 1997). This was made 
evident during a recent academic conference in which the communal system found in the 
Sierra Norte was discussed in relation to international migration.  A scholar who works on 
migration in Zapatista communities began a discussion with a scholar from the Sierra Norte 
over the political possibilities of communal systems.  The Zapatista-based scholar argued that 
although migration was remaking communities, the practices of long-distance communal 
membership could not be read as being of particular political importance if they were not 
accompanied by a conscious awareness of these practices as acts of resistance.  The scholar 
from the Sierra Norte argued that indeed it could; that connections to communal systems in 
spite of migration were part of the continuity of daily practices of communal life, which in 
and of itself is a practice of resistance.  He argued that perhaps a return migrant would not 
label his return or his connection as part of a larger struggle against capitalist formations, but 
that living and connecting to alternative spaces like the communal systems found in the 
                                                
123 Indeed, this is what the struggle of Òindigenous feminismÓ is precisely about: the ability to challenge some 
aspects of indigenous culture while still maintaining collective identities (Hernández Castillo 2010). 
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Sierra Norte is a way of participating in daily forms of resistance.   
While this debate centered on the notion of whether the category of resistance must be 
comprehended as such by its own enactors (see Wolford [2006] for an in-depth discussion on 
this topic), it also demonstrates the importance of engaging and creating alternative spaces in 
the world that allow us to think and dream “otherwise.”  The value of maintaining these 
alternative practices is in part why scholars have turned their attention to communal systems 
of late.  As Reyes writes, current attempts at much social mobilization in Latin America 
should not be seen as simply an attempt to engage with the state,  
but rather should be understood as the recognition that imagining life beyond the 
capitalist mode of production has become completely inseparable from the necessity 
to practice politics beyond the liberal state and representation, which are central to the 
production and reproduction of this mode (a feat for which social democracy, 
socialism, and anarchism seem poorly equipped). That is, they will not be a product 
of those practices we know as “the West.” Rather, these new subjects can emerge 
only through the slow and deliberate processes of exteriorization from both the liberal 
state and capital through the invention and deployment of practices of nondomination 
that are made possible by the reorganization of political and economic life in the here 
and now. (2012, 22) 
 
Thus, whether or not Yatzachitecos are fully conscious of the “broader” (i.e. academic) 
meaning of their participation in the communal system is a separate issue.  For many of 
Yatzachi’s migrants, participating in Yatzachi’s communal system is simply what you do in 
whatever way you can.  Their daily practices of communal life, negotiated through absence 
and transnationalism, are part of their identity.  They are constitutive of the way they give 
meaning to their lives that crosscut two very different ways of valuing labor (the capitalist 
and the communal).  In certain moments, these practices may become more explicitly radical, 
as demonstrated in Chapter 6 with the response of the municipality to the state electoral 
 
 242 
institute—a direct attempt to prevent state incursion in local politics. 124  However, in other 
moments they may simply be seen as part of what one does as a good Yatzachiteco.  
 
CONCLUSION 
The use of Hall’s concept of articulation thus moves us beyond common debates over 
whether the communal system is doomed to fail or is something pristine or “essential” to be 
saved.  It provides us thus with different terms upon which to think about the relationship 
between indigenous collectives and transnational labor migration.  It allows us to account for 
the historical formation of communal systems and provides us with a way to theorize their 
continual remaking as a set of practices marginal to, but in relationship with dominant 
formations of state and capital (Gibson-Graham 2006).   
Thus, it is uncertain who the Yatzachitecos of the future will be.  No one knows who 
will benefit from the fruit trees, or who will enjoy the splendor of the church in Xochixtepec 
and give honor to migrant ancestors.  It is doubtful that those born in Los Angeles, even if 
they have visited and love Yatzachi, will ever return permanently to the town.  However, at 
the same time, others are arriving.  Slowly but surely, new settlers are coming to repopulate 
Yatzachi.  The communal system, albeit altered, remains  –  and remains as an important 
example of an alternative way of valuing life and labor in a global era.  Yatzachi’s ghosts 
shall perhaps always haunt us, reminding us that indeed we can think and struggle for worlds 
otherwise.    
  
                                                
124 The way that the Oaxacan social movement of 2006, the Popular Assembly of the Pueblos of Oaxaca 
(APPO), sought to take up ideas of assembly politics based practices in Oaxaca’s communal system is a 
radicalization of these practices within an urban context (see Esteva 2007; Poole 2007). Examining the same 
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